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Understanding how firms create, communicate, and deliver value to customers is a key factor 

when firms seek to differentiate in increasingly competitive and commoditized business 

markets. As product and price have become less important differentiators in many industries, 

suppliers are increasingly seeking ways to differentiate themselves based on delivered 

customer value. Therefore, to gain a holistic understanding on what their offerings are worth 

to the customer, suppliers need to conduct customer value assessment, which quantifies the 

impact of a supplier´s offering to customers’ costs and returns. However, from a managerial 

perspective, customer value assessment is the single most critical challenge for firms in 

business markets. Consequently, developing holistic frameworks for customer value 

assessment is seen as one of the most important research priorities for marketing research. 

The purpose of this study is to explore the process of customer value assessment in business 

markets. Business markets represent a context where an increasing number of industrial firms 

are transitioning from basic product offerings towards service-based and solution-oriented 

hybrid offerings, which emphasize value co-creation and realization in the long term, thus 

making it difficult to quantify their monetary value. This study employs exploratory and 

qualitative research design by applying inductive and discovery-oriented grounded theory and 

multiple case research methods. The empirical data comprise interviews with 61 managers 

from 12 industrial firms, including seven best practice firms in customer value assessment.  

The findings of this study show that customer value assessment is essentially a cross-

functional process, which involves several organizational functions. The process begins well 

before and continues long after the actual delivery, often until the end of a supplier´s 

offering’s life-cycle. Furthermore, the findings shed light on alternative strategies that firms 

in business markets can adopt to implement the customer value assessment process. Overall, 

the findings contribute to customer value research, the sales and organizational management 

literature, the service marketing and solutions business literature, and suggest several 

managerial implications on how firms in business markets can adopt a holistic approach to 

assess value created for customers. 

Keywords: customer value, customer value assessment, value potential, value realization, 

business markets, integrated solutions, grounded theory. 

UDC: 65.01:658.8:330.13 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Customer value is one of the most central themes in marketing theory and practice. It is 

increasingly recognized as a key concept in the marketing (Ulaga, 2011, Lindgreen et al., 

2012) and management literature (Lepak et al., 2007), and has long been considered 

fundamental to a firm’s competitive advantage (Slater, 1997; Woodruff, 1997). Specifically, 

creating and delivering superior customer value is considered one of the cornerstones in 

business-to-business (B2B) marketing (Anderson et al., 2009).  

However, despite the importance of creating and delivering customer value, only a few firms 

are able to demonstrate the actual worth of their products and services to customers. 

Especially in business markets, customers are increasingly faced with a number of 

competitive offerings, which often make claims to save money or enhance customer revenues 

without any value evidence to back them up (Anderson et al., 2006). Hence, customers tend to 

experience value ambiguity and are often uncertain of the potential value they will realize 

from prospective offerings (Anderson and Wynstra, 2010). Without a clear understanding on 

the potential value of a supplier’s offering, customers tend to make their purchasing decisions 

based on the lowest price. Therefore, to get a fair return on their offerings, or sometimes even 

to close a deal, suppliers need to demonstrate improved performance, long-term cost savings, 

and other benefits their offerings will deliver. To evaluate how their value propositions will 

impact customers’ businesses, suppliers need to conduct a customer value assessment, which 

refers to evaluating and communicating value created for and with customers (Anderson and 

Narus, 1998; Payne and Frow, 2005; Anderson et al., 2006).  

Product commoditization, growing supply base consolidation, and the elevated sophistication 

and power of buyers tend to increase the importance of customer value assessment in 

increasingly competitive business markets. As product and price have become less important 

differentiators, suppliers are increasingly seeking ways to differentiate themselves based on 

delivered customer value (Ulaga and Eggert, 2006a). This is demonstrated by the increased 

adoption of different customer value-based selling, pricing, and management strategies in 

business markets, which all require a deep understanding of customer value assessment (e.g., 

Anderson et al., 2007; Terho et al., 2012; Liozu and Hinterhuber, 2014). For example, some 

of the leading business firms in the Forbes Global 2000 list, including IBM, Oracle, SKF, 

SAP, and ABB have developed specific value assessment processes and tools to evaluate and 

communicate the value that they have delivered to their customers. These processes and tools 

aim to increase price premiums and reduce sales cycles for the supplier, and reduce total costs 

and perceived risk for the customer. 

The findings of this study are highly important to industrial firms, which are increasingly 

integrating services into existing product offerings and adopting service strategies built around 

an installed base of products to improve their revenues and competitiveness in business 

markets. In brief, these firms are transitioning from pure product offerings towards hybrid 

offerings and integrated solutions that are often complex and service-intensive in nature, thus 

making it difficult to quantify their monetary value. At a more global level, according to a 

recent survey of more than 300 managers, customer value assessment is the single most 

critical challenge faced by practitioners in business markets (ISBM, 2012). Therefore, more 

understanding on customer value assessment in business markets is needed. 
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1.1 Research gaps 

Customer value is a key constituent in all areas of business, and marketing academics, 

including the Marketing Science Institute and the Institute for the Study of Business Markets, 

have consistently highlighted customer value as a critical research priority (Woodruff, 1997; 

Ulaga, 2001; 2011; ISBM, 2012). Driven by these research calls, the extant literature has 

focused on value-based selling (Terho et al., 2012) and differentiation (Ulaga and Eggert, 

2006a), value (co-)creation (Grönroos and Voima, 2013), value appropriation (Wagner et al., 

2010a) and customer value management (Anderson al., 2006).  

However, while scholars have emphasized evaluating and managing the value of customers 

(Holm et al., 2012; Schultze et al., 2012), less attention has been paid to how value realized 

by customers can be assessed. This is surprising, given that marketing is largely based on the 

idea of establishing mutually beneficial relationships between suppliers and customers, 

whereby both sides need to gain value to make the relationship sustainable in the long-term 

(e.g., Grönroos and Helle, 2012). From this perspective, customer value assessment is highly 

important for suppliers to demonstrate the value, which customers might realize - or already 

have realized - from their interactions with the supplier, making the potential relationship 

more attractive. However, despite increasing interest, the customer value literature is still 

emerging, and several research gaps need to be filled, especially relating to how firms in 

business markets assess customer value (Lindgreen et al., 2012). 

The following major research gaps justify the overall purpose of this study. First, customer 

value assessment is highly relevant in many areas of marketing, such as sales management, 

customer relationships management, and the development of customer value propositions 

(Payne and Frow, 2005; Anderson et al., 2006; Lindgreen et al., 2012). However, while 

research in these domains has focused on examining how suppliers create and deliver value to 

customers, a deeper understanding on the actual process addressing how value realized by 

customers can be assessed is still missing (Cannon and Homburg, 2001; Woodruff and Flint 

2006, p. 188; Corsaro et al., 2013).  

Second, prior research has identified methods and best practices for customer value 

assessment in business markets (Anderson et al., 1993; 2006), although they are designed 

predominantly for physical products, and have difficulties with assessing the value of 

complex and service intensive offerings. As such, they often fail to generate sufficient 

understanding on the long-term value-in-use gained by customers from the supplier’s 

offering. However, several suppliers
1
 have been developing their own value tools or 

methodologies, especially in the IT sector (see e.g., Chatterjee, 2011; Gerlach and 

Nadjmabadi, 2012), although they are often limited to specific offerings in a particular 

industry, and thus provide only limited generalizability to wider industry contexts. 

Consequently, the development of holistic frameworks to aid the implementation of customer 

value assessment is perceived as one of the most important research priorities and the 

fundamental pursuit of business marketing research (Payne and Holt, 2001; Anderson and 

Wynstra, 2010).  

 

                                                 
1
 While this study examines customer value assessment from a supplier´s perspective, and as such, is limited to supplier-led value 

assessment approaches, customers have developed different value procurement or buying methodologies in a variety of industries, including 

best value and total cost of ownership analyses (Plank and Ferrin, 2002; Kashiwagi, 2011), although, due to their complexity, they are often 

difficult to implement in practice (Wouters et al., 2009). 
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Third, industrial suppliers are increasingly adding services to their offerings, but the extant 

frameworks for assessing the value customers experience and perceive from service-based 

offerings in business markets are limited (Oström et al., 2010). In practice, customer value 

assessment represents an “Achilles heel” for many industrial firms that provide combinations 

of products and services, i.e. customer solutions and hybrid offerings
2
 (Tuli et al., 2007; 

Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011). Consequently, several authors have pointed out that industrial 

firms require specific processes and tools to document and communicate value-in-use created 

for customers (Anderson et al., 2006; Reinartz and Ulaga, 2008; Macdonald et al., 2011).  

This study addresses the identified research gaps by developing a process-based framework 

for customer value assessment, and exploring what kind of customer value assessment 

strategies firms tend to adopt in business markets. The findings of this study contribute to the 

customer value literature (e.g., Payne and Holt, 2001; Anderson and Wynstra, 2010; 

Lindgreen et al., 2012) by proposing an empirically grounded conceptual framework for 

customer value assessment, and by delineating three customer value assessment strategies and 

their specific characteristics that firms tend to adopt in business markets. In addition, the 

findings of this study challenge the conventional notion that customer value assessment is 

only the sales unit’s responsibility (Anderson et al., 2007; Haas et al., 2012; Terho et al., 

2012), and suggest that customer value assessment is a strategic company-wide initiative that 

involves several organizational units from the supplier. Furthermore, the findings contribute 

to solutions research (e.g., Sawhney, 2006; Evanschitzky et al., 2011; Storbacka, 2011) by 

shedding light on how to assess the value that solutions deliver to customers, and how 

industrial firms providing solution offerings can signal their value-assessment capability to 

customers. 

1.2 The purpose of the study and the research questions 

To fulfill the research gap(s) discussed above, the overall purpose of this study is to 

explore the processes and strategies that supplier firms in business markets employ to 

conduct customer value assessment. This purpose is divided into the following four 

different objectives, which are addressed in the individual publications: 1) to explore the 

customer value assessment process in business markets, and particularly in the context of 

integrated solutions; 2) to identify the key phases and activities of customer value assessment 

in business markets, and develop a process-based framework; 3) to explore the different 

customer value assessment strategies and their special characteristics that firms adopt in 

business markets; and 4) to explore how firms in business markets can signal their value-

assessment capability to customers. 

Given that customer value assessment is an emerging management discipline, and that the 

related empirical research is scarce, the research questions are exploratory in nature. The 

research questions are addressed through inductive and qualitative methods, employing 

discovery-oriented grounded theory and multiple case study approaches (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). The research questions, their objectives, and the 

corresponding research methods and publications are summarized in Table 1. 

                                                 
2
 Hybrid offerings are usually considered a general term for different good-service combinations, while customer solutions represent an 

extreme form of hybrid offerings (Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011). However, given the emphasis on (integrated) solutions in different streams of 

the literature (e.g., Tuli et al., 2007; Nordin and Kowalkowski, 2010), they are mentioned separately to underscore the unique and distinct 

nature of solution offerings.  
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Table 1. Research questions 

 Research questions Objectives Method Publication 

1) Through what kind of process 

do firms in business markets 

conduct customer value 

assessment? 

To explore the customer value 

assessment process in business 

markets, particularly in the 

context of integrated solutions. 

Grounded 

theory 

Publication I 

2) What are the key phases and 

activities in the process of 

customer value assessment? 

To identify the key phases and 

activities of customer value 

assessment, and develop a 

process-based framework for 

systematic customer value 

assessment. 

Grounded 

theory 

Publication II 

3) What kind of customer value 

assessment strategies firms 

adopt in business markets? 

To identify alternative strategies 

for customer value assessment in 

business markets. 

Grounded 

theory 

Publication III 

4) How industrial firms can 

signal their value-assessment 

capability to customers?
3
 

To explore how industrial firms 

can signal their value-assessment 

capability to customers. 

Multiple 

case study 

Publication IV 

 

The first research question explores the nature and characteristics of the customer value 

assessment process in business markets through an exploratory grounded theory study 

including three firms providing integrated solutions in business markets. The second research 

question examines the key phases and activities involved in the process of customer value 

assessment in business markets through a grounded theory study including ten firms operating 

in business markets. The third research question explores potential customer value assessment 

strategies and their special characteristics through a grounded theory study including ten firms 

operating in business markets. The fourth research question examines how industrial firms can 

signal their value-assessment capability to customers through a multiple case study including 

four firms providing solution offerings in business markets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3
 *The original research question in Publication IV was “What are the potential brand positioning strategies for firms providing customer 

solutions in B2B markets?” However, because branding can be regarded as a way to signal a firm´s value assessment capability (cf. Hansen 

et al., 2008; Töllner et al., 2011) and the findings from Publication IV demonstrate that firms can build their brands around their value 

assessment capability, the research question is phrased differently here to illustrate better the overall purpose of the study.  
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1.3 Conceptual background and the context of the study 

Customer value is one of the most central elements in many popular marketing theories, 

including transaction cost theory (Williamson, 1975), exchange theory (Kotler, 1972; 

Bagozzi, 1975; Hunt, 1991), utility and prospect theory (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979), 

social exchange theory (Thibaut and Kelly, 1959; Blau, 1964), and relationship marketing 

theory (Berry, 1983; Gummesson, 1987, 1994). In essence, most of these theories seek to 

explain why and how people make economic exchanges in situations that involve risk and the 

comparison of alternatives of different value. A typical example of such a situation is the 

purchasing process in business markets, whereby customers are trying to compare and 

evaluate the potential value of alternative offerings that suppliers offer to them. From a broad 

perspective, this study aims to complement
4
 these theories by examining how suppliers can 

assess the potential value that customers might realize from their offerings or interactions 

with them. 

The concept of value has been studied in many different streams of the marketing literature, 

where it is generally examined from three different perspectives: 1) value created for the 

customer, 2) value created for the supplier, and 3) value created for a broader network (Ulaga, 

2001). The first perspective is focused on examining how suppliers can create value for 

customers, which is usually conceptualized as the customer (perceived) value
5
, and related to 

customer’s perceptions of value in a supplier’s offering compared to competitive offerings 

(e.g., Woodruff, 1997; Anderson et al., 2006; Ulaga and Eggert, 2006a; Lindgreen et al., 

2012). The second perspective is focused on examining the value of customers, or customers 

worth to the supplier, which is usually conceptualized either as the economic or lifetime value 

of customers (i.e., individual customers) or customer equity (i.e., customer groups), and is 

related to the monetary and non-monetary value generated by customers to suppliers over 

time (e.g., Heinz et al., 2003; Reinartz and Kumar, 2003; Ryals and Knox, 2005; Holm et al., 

2012; Kumar et al., 2011; Schultze et al., 2012). The third perspective is focused on 

examining how suppliers and customers interact and combine resources to facilitate value 

creation in broader networks (e.g., Kothandaraman and Wilson, 2001; Cantù et al., 2012; 

Jaakkola and Hakanen, 2013). This study is focused on the first perspective, customer value, 

and specifically on how suppliers can assess value created for and realized by customers.  

The customer value perspective has been traditionally divided into two literature streams that 

emphasize either the value delivered by offerings (i.e., products and services) or the value 

delivered by the relationships between the supplier and the customer (e.g., Lindgreen and 

Wynstra, 2005; Lindgreen et al., 2012). However, recent studies have focused on integrating 

these two streams towards a more holistic perspective on relationship value, which 

acknowledges that customer value is delivered by both the content of the offering and the 

interactions within a relationship (e.g., Lapierre. 2000; Ulaga and Eggert, 2006a; Corsaro and 

Snehota, 2010; Corsaro et al., 2013). Theoretically, this thesis is grounded on the relationship 

value approach. 

                                                 
4

 As this study employs primarily grounded theory approach as a research method, it does not adopt a specific a priori theoretical framework 

to interpret the findings, but emphasizes discovery from the field data. However, the findings are relevant and broadly applicable to the 

aforementioned theories and the potential implications are discussed in the conclusions section. 

5
 Although the concepts “customer value” and “customer-perceived value” are sometimes employed interchangeably, this study employs the 

former alternative as it is preferred in mainstream value research in business markets (Ulaga, 2011; Lindgreen et al., 2012; ISBM, 2012).  



6 

 

The broad context of the study is business markets
6
, where firms are increasingly moving 

from pure product offerings to service-based and solution-oriented hybrid offerings (e.g., 

Jacob and Ulaga, 2008; Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011), which emphasize the orientation towards 

relationship value. Given that this transition has been addressed with different perspectives in 

previous research, this study draws primarily from the solutions literature (e.g., Sawhney, 

2006; Tuli et al., 2007; Evanschitzky et al., 2011; Storbacka, 2011), the service and co-

creation literature (e.g., Vargo and Lusch, 2004; Payne et al., 2008; Ballantyne et al., 2011; 

Grönroos, 2011), and the sales and business management literature (e.g., Anderson et al., 

2006; Haas et al., 2012; Terho et al., 2012). Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual and contextual 

focus of the study.  

 

Figure 1. Conceptual and contextual focus of the research 

 

 

                                                 
6
 Business markets refers here to “firms, institutions, or governments that acquire goods and services either for their own use, to incorporate 

into the products or services that they produce, or for resale along with other products and services to other firms, institutions, or 

governments” (Anderson et al., 2009, p. 4). The concept of business markets is employed here interchangeably with the concepts of 

business-to-business (B2B) markets, b-to-b (BtoB) markets, and industrial markets.  

 

Business Markets 

Value for Customers Value of Customers 
Value Creation in 

Networks 

Value of 
Offerings 

Value of 
Relationships 

Relationship Value 

The solution business literature 

The service and co-creation literature 
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1.4 Overview and organization of the thesis 

This thesis is divided to two main parts. Part I provides an overview of the study, and Part II 

comprises the four individual publications addressing the research questions introduced 

above. The first part begins with an introduction to the study. Chapter 1 describes the 

identified research gap(s), the purpose of the study, the research questions, and the theoretical 

and contextual background of the study. Chapter 2 examines the concept of customer value in 

prior literature, discusses the orientation towards the concept of relationship value in different 

streams of research, and reviews prior research related to customer value assessment. Chapter 

3 discusses the methodological choices, research methods, and empirical data employed in the 

study. Chapter 4 summarizes the key results of the individual publications included in the Part 

II. Finally, Chapter 5 presents the conclusions of the study, including answers to the research 

questions, theoretical and managerial implications derived from the results, and suggestions 

for further research. The structure of the study and the key contributions of each chapter are 

shown in Figure 2. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter discusses the concepts of customer value and customer value assessment in the 

academic literature. It begins by describing the concept of customer value in the consumer 

and business marketing literatures, and by examining the orientation towards relationship 

value in different streams of research. The chapter continues by describing the phenomenon 

of customer value assessment and its relevance to business markets. The chapter concludes 

with a review of current value assessment methods in the extant literature and discussion on 

the need for a process-based framework for customer value assessment in business markets.  

2.1 The concept of customer value in different streams of the academic literature 

The concept of customer value has been discussed extensively in different streams of the 

academic literature
7
. In the economics literature, several theories have been put forward to 

explain the value of products and services in the marketplace. For example, the classical 

economic theory assumes that value of a commodity is intrinsic (i.e., derived from the object 

itself), and related to the cost of materials and labor that are needed to produce or acquire the 

given commodity, and can be measured through any arbitrarily determined economic constant 

(e.g., Smith, 1904; Marx, 1967; Ricardo, 1975). This line of thought was further developed 

into the neo-classical economic theory, which assumes that value is subjective (i.e., derived 

from the consumption of an object to achieve desired means) and dependent on or relative to 

the utility
8
 associated with consumption of either more or less of a given commodity (Jevons, 

1879; Marshal, 1961).While the neo-classical theory is generally considered to represent 

modern economic thought, it predominantly assumes that economic actors are rational
9
 

decision-makers with access to perfect information, and derive value by making choices that 

maximize their utility (individuals) and profits (firms), and minimize their costs (McKnight, 

1994; Woodall, 2003). This assumption is considered by some economists to be overly 

optimistic and unrealistic as, in practice, economic actors do not always behave rationally or 

have access to perfect information on the marketplace (Simon, 1961). 

The behavioral theory of a firm views firms as a coalition of individuals or groups with their 

own goals, and assumes that value is derived from an optimal or satisfactory compromise 

between and negotiated by the individuals or groups and their goals (Simon, 1952; Cyert and 

March, 1992). This theory is based on the assumption that economic actors operate under 

“bounded rationality”, which suggests that actors’ abilities to make decisions are limited by 

their access to information, their cognitive abilities to process the outcomes of different 

choices, and the time available to make the decisions (March, 1978; Gigerenzer and Selten, 

2002; Kahneman, 2003). Given that customers in business markets usually lack the time and 

resources to evaluate the potential value of suppliers’ offerings in detail (cf. Verma and Sinha, 

2002; Wouters et al., 2009), this study is in line with the economic school of thought that 

subscribes to the assumption of bounded rationality. 

                                                 
7

 For a more detailed review of customer value in different streams of research, see e.g. Payne and Holt (2001), Khalifa (2004), Lindgreen & 

Wynstra (2005), and Lindgreen et al. (2012). 

 
8
 Utility, in a general sense, refers to a quantitative measure of the attractiveness or usefulness of a potential outcome, and is usually related 

to the total benefits gained or satisfaction associated with the consumption of goods and services. In economics, utility is usually measured as 

the actors’ preferences or willingness to pay for different commodities (e.g., Bernoulli, 1954; Stigler, 1968; Fishburn, 1970). 

 
9
 The rational choice theory, for example, assumes that an actor has both perfect information on the potential outcomes of alternative 

choices, and the cognitive ability to evaluate and compare the choices (see e.g., Becker, 1976; Blume and Easley, 2008). 
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In line with bounded rationality, the transaction cost economic theory of a firm assumes that 

value is derived from minimizing costs related to economic exchange (i.e., transactions 

costs
10

) rather than from actual commodities (Coase, 1937; Williamson, 1975, 1985). In brief, 

the transaction cost economic theory aims to explain whether firms gain more value by 

performing activities in-house (i.e., exchange within a firm) or by outsourcing them to 

external actors (i.e., exchange with the environment)
11

.  

Also in line with bounded rationality, the resource-based theory of a firm assumes that firms 

possess unique bundles of resources (i.e., productive assets) that can be utilized to provide 

value and competitive advantage in the marketplace (e.g., Penrose 1959; Wernerfelt, 1984). 

From this perspective, value is essentially derived from the optimal development and 

deployment of a firm’s resources and capabilities (Barney, 1991; Amit and Shoemaker, 1993; 

Peteraf, 1993). Specifically, the mere possession of a valuable resource or capability is not 

sufficient
12

; firms have to be able to exploit them together (Newbert, 2008).  

The social exchange theory aims to explain how individuals interact, and assumes that value 

is derived from social exchanges between actors (e.g., Thibault and Kelly, 1959; Homans, 

1961; Emerson, 1976). It differs from the mainstream economic theories by considering 

exchange between actors rather than between an actor and a market, and emphasizing non-

monetary (e.g., fun, friendship, companionship and social support) value (Blau, 1964; 

Stafford, 2008). However, similar to neo-classical economic theory, social exchange theory 

also assumes that actors have perfect information and make rational decisions. 

The prospect theory aims to explain how actors make choices under risk between alternatives 

with known outcomes, and assumes that value is derived from relative gains and losses, 

instead of final outcomes (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979; Tversky and Kahneman, 1991). In 

essence, prospect theory explains how actors make and frame decisions in real-life situations, 

which sometimes appear inconsistent with standard economic rationality or the expected 

utility theory (cf. Bernoulli, 1954). For example, according to the prospect theory, when 

evaluating the potential value of alternatives, individuals place more weight on negative 

losses than they do on positive gains (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979).  

In the marketing literature, customer value is at the heart of the exchange view of marketing 

(Alderson, 1957; Kotler, 1972) and selling (Sheth, 1976), which broadly consider that 

suppliers in the marketplace “produce and deliver goods and services that people want and 

value” and customers purchase offerings that deliver the highest expected gains in value 

(Levitt, 1983, p. 5). In the sales literature, firms create customer value by exchanging 

products and services that fulfil perceived customer needs (Rackham and DeVincentis, 1999; 

Haas et al., 2012), while in the relationship marketing literature, firms are focused on 

fostering mutually valuable long-term customer relationships (Håkansson, 1982; Dwyer et al., 

1987). In the purchasing and supply chain literature, customer value is the central factor that 

influences sourcing decisions (Wouters et al., 2005; 2009), whereas, in the service literature, 

customer value is the key outcome of the service experience that is co-created by the supplier 

and the customer (Vargo and Lusch, 2004; Grönroos, 2011).  

                                                 
10

 Transaction costs include search and information costs, bargaining and decision costs, and policing and enforcing costs (Coase, 1937). 

 
11

 In layman´s terms, this is usually considered the choice between make and buy.  

 
12

 To be able to create value and provide sustainable competitive advantage, the resources must be valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-

substitutable, also referred to as VRIN-criteria (Barney, 1991).  
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In the management and organizational theory literature, a firm’s competitive advantage stems 

fundamentally from its ability to create value for its customers, determine what customers 

value in a particular offering, and manage this value over time, which are central elements of 

a successful firm’s core business strategies (Drucker, 1973; Porter, 1985; Prahalad and 

Hamel, 1994; Slater and Narver, 1998; Desarbo et al., 2001). In addition to the marketing and 

management literature, customer value also plays a key role in many related areas such as the 

industrial engineering, psychology, sociology, accounting, finance, and innovation literature 

(e.g., Tzokas and Saren, 1999; Squire et al., 2004; O´Cass and Sok, 2013). Given the 

overarching nature of customer value, it is largely considered ‘‘the fundamental basis for all 

marketing activity’’ (Holbrook, 1994). The central perspectives on customer value in different 

streams of the literature are summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2. Central perspectives on customer value in different streams of the literature  
Literature Central perspective on value Illustrative authors 

Classical economic 

theory 

Value is derived from the object itself. Smith, 1904; Marx, 1967; 

Ricardo, 1975 

Neo-classical 

economic theory 

Value is derived from maximized utility and profits. Jevons, 1879; Marshal, 

1961 

Behavioral theory of 

a firm 

Value is derived from optimal compromises under a 

given set of circumstances.  

Simon, 1952; Cyert and 

March, 1992 

Transaction-cost 

economic theory 

Value is derived from minimizing transaction costs. Coase, 1937; Williamson, 

1975, 1985 

Resource-based 

theory of a firm 

Value is derived from optimal development and 

deployment of resources and capabilities.  

Barney, 1991; Amit and 

Shoemaker, 1993 

Social exchange 

theory 

Value is derived from social exchanges between actors. Thibault and Kelly, 1959; 

Blau, 1964 

Prospect theory Value is derived from relative gains and losses, instead 

of final outcomes. 

Kahneman and Tversky, 

1979 

Exchange view of 

marketing 

Value is derived from the production and delivery of 

products and services to customers. 

Alderson, 1957; Sheth, 

1976; Levitt, 1983 

Sales Value is derived from the fulfilment of customers’ 

needs by exchanging products and services. 

Rackham and DeVincentis 

1999; Haas, et al., 2012 

Relationship 

marketing 

Value is derived from long-term customer 

relationships. 

Håkansson, 1982; Dwyer, 

Schurr, and Oh, 1987 

Purchasing and 

supply chain 

Value is derived from optimal sourcing decisions. Wouters et al., 2005, 2009 

Service marketing Value is derived from the service experience that is co-

created by the supplier and the customer. 

Vargo and Lusch, 2004; 

Grönroos, 2011 

Management and 

organizational theory 

Value is derived from the firm’s ability to satisfy its 

customers better than competitors over time. 

Porter, 1985; Prahalad and 

Hamel, 1994, Slater and 

Narver, 1998 
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While customer value has been addressed in several streams of research, scholars have 

defined it by employing various terms, including customers’ willingness to pay (Porter, 

1985), utilities (Zeithaml, 1988), monetary units (Anderson et al., 1993, 2006), perceived 

quality (Gale, 1994), economic and social gains (Gassenheimer et al., 1998), worth, benefits, 

and quality (Woodruff, 1997), benefits and costs (Ulaga and Eggert, 2006a), and even saved 

time (Leclerc et al., 1995). An overview of some of the most often cited definitions of 

customer value are shown in Table 3.  

 

Table 3. Overview of definitions of customer value 
Selected 

authors 

Definition of customer perceived value 

Zeithaml, 1988 “Consumer’s overall assessment of the utility of a product based on a perception of what is 

received and what is given.” 

Monroe, 1990 “Buyer’s perception of value represents a tradeoff between the quality or benefits they 

receive in the product relative to the sacrifices they perceive by paying the price.” 

Anderson et al., 

1993 

“Perceived worth in monetary units of the set of economic, technical, service, and social 

benefits received by a customer firm in exchange for the price paid for a product offering, 

taking into consideration the available alternative suppliers’ offerings and price.” 

Woodruff, 1997 “Customer’s perceived preference for and evaluation of those product attributes, attribute 

performances, and consequences arising from use that facilitate (or block) achieving the 

customer’s goals and purposes.” 

Gassenheimer et 

al., 1998 

“The sum of transactional cost advantages and constraints together with the emotional cost 

and benefits in relative to alternative options.” 

Lapierre et al., 

1999 

“Perceived value is a combination of what customers get in terms of benefits such as 

quality and what they give away in terms of money, time, and effort.” 

Ulaga and 

Chacour, 2001 

“Trade-off between the multiple benefits and sacrifices of a supplier’s offering, as 

perceived by key decision makers in the customer’s organization, and taking into 

consideration the available alternative suppliers’ offerings in a specific-use situation.” 

Eggert & Ulaga, 

2002 

“Customer-perceived value in business markets as the trade-off between the multiple 

benefits and sacrifices of a supplier’s offering, as perceived by the decision-makers in the 

customer’s organisation, and taking into consideration the available alternative suppliers' 

offerings in a specific use situation.” 

Menon et al., 

2005 

“Customer value is conceptualised as being dependent on benefits received and sacrifices 

made by customers.” 

Liu, 2006 “Customer value for a business service is defined […] as an organisational buyer’s 

assessment of the economic, technical, and relational benefits received, in exchange for the 

price paid for a supplier’s offer to competitive alternatives.” 

Han and Sung, 

2008 

“An industrial buyer’s overall appraisal of the net worth of a particular transaction, based 

on the buyer’s assessment of what is received (benefits provided by the transaction) and 

given (cost of acquisition and utilizing the transaction).” 

Blocker, 2011 “Customer value in B2B contexts is defined as the customer’s perceived trade-off between 

benefits and sacrifices within relationships.” 

Blocker et al., 

2011 

“Customer value represents the trade-off between benefits and sacrifices that stem from a 

provider’s product and resources which customers believe are facilitating their goals.” 
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While the variety of definitions has led to some difficulties
13

 in coming to a universally 

agreed and precise conceptualization of customer value, the contemporary literature generally 

defines customer value as a trade-off between benefits and costs (or sacrifices) involved in an 

exchange (e.g., Zeithaml, 1988; Woodruff, 1997; Ulaga and Eggert, 2006a). Originally, the 

notion of a trade-off was derived from an economic theory of utility, which assumes that 

individuals or organizations derive value and satisfaction by accomplishing functional 

outcomes, goals, or objectives (Tellis and Gaeth, 1990; Bowman and Ambrosini, 2000). 

However, further research, especially in the consumer, relationship, and service marketing 

domains, has extended this view beyond the utilitarian perspective to take into account less 

tangible forms of value such as emotional, social, experiential, hedonic and intrinsic value 

(e.g., Babin et al., 1994; Ravald and Grönroos, 1996; Biggemann and Buttle, 2012). 

2.2 Customer value in consumer marketing literature 

In the consumer marketing literature, customer value is often regarded as a trade-off between 

what customers give and get in a market exchange. This is echoed in Zeithaml’s (1988, p.14) 

popular definition of customer value: “perceived value is the consumer’s overall assessment 

of the utility of a product based on what is received and what is given”, on which much of the 

current research on customer value in marketing is built (Payne and Holt, 2001). However, in 

major streams of the consumer marketing literature, the notion of customer value as a trade-

off between give and get components is addressed in two fundamentally different ways, either 

as a trade-off between benefits and sacrifices, or a trade-off between quality and price.  

2.2.1 Customer value as a trade-off between benefits and sacrifices 

In the consumer behavior literature, customer value is often regarded as a trade-off between 

benefits and sacrifices involved in an exchange. The reference to sacrifices instead of costs is 

often associated with psychological, emotional, and cognitive factors that go beyond 

monetary costs, such as time, effort, perceived risk and uncertainty, and usability that 

consumers need to expend in the search, purchase, and use of the offering (Heskett et al., 

1997; Cronin et al., 2000; Graf and Maas, 2008). This emphasizes the perspective that, in the 

consumer marketing context, customer value is not only a function of monetary benefits but 

more likely a profound cognitive experience (e.g., Hollbrook, 1999; Helkkula et al., 2012). 

For example, Sheth et al. (1991) argue that consumers’ purchasing choices are influenced by 

five types of core value
14

: functional, social, emotional, epistemic, and conditional values. Of 

these, only functional value implies a direct monetary benefit, while social, emotional, 

epistemic and conditional values emphasize emotional and cognitive benefits. While a 

purchase decision can be influenced by one or all five of the core values, customers usually 

accept less of one type of value if they get more of another type, thus trading-off different 

types of value. 

 

                                                 
13

 For example, according to Khalifa, (2004) and Sánchez-Fernández and Iniesta-Bonillo (2007), customer value is one of the most ill-

defined, misused, and ambiguous concepts in marketing and management sciences. 
14

 Functional value refers to the utility, features, or technical attributes of particular products or services. Emotional value refers to 

experiences of positive feelings during consumption, such as happiness, joy, and satisfaction. Social value refers to improvements in social 

status or positive feedback from peers in the individual’s social environment. Epistemic value refers to products or services that provide a 

sense of novelty, and satisfy curiosity and a desire for knowledge. Conditional value refers to a specific social situation that enhances the 
value of a particular product or services, such as a Christmas card, or popcorn at the movies (Sheth et al., 1991). 
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Building on Holbrook’s (1986) notion that evaluating a purchasing decision exclusively on 

utilitarian merits fails to recognize the intangible and emotional benefits and costs involved in 

a consumption experience. Babin et al. (1994) demonstrate that, in addition to utilitarian 

value, consumers also derive hedonic value from their purchase experiences. In their study, 

utilitarian value referred to an extrinsic and task-related outcome such as purchasing goods 

and services that fulfilled an intended goal or objective, while hedonic value referred to more 

intrinsic, personal, and emotional benefits such as pleasure, enjoyment, excitement, 

captivation, escapism, and spontaneity derived from the actual purchasing experience. The 

utilitarian value versus hedonic value highlights the distinction between doing something (i.e., 

conduct a purchase) to get something and doing something just because it is enjoyable (Babin, 

et al., 1994).  

From a more philosophical point of axiology,
15

 Holbrook (1994; 1999; 2005) proposes a 

customer value typology in the consumer marketing context that is based on opposing 

dimensions
16

 of customer value, either extrinsic or intrinsic, self-oriented or other-oriented, 

and active or reactive, and produces eight types of value: efficiency, excellence, status, 

esteem, play, aesthetics, ethics, and spirituality. Here, efficiency and excellence refer to 

utilitarian and functional benefits such as increased output or improved performance, while 

the other six types of value emphasize more intangible and emotional benefits, such as 

achieving a favorable response from someone else, improved reputation, enjoyment, fun, 

increased appreciation and admiration of one’s own work, and also that of others (Hollbrook 

1994, 1999). According to this perspective, customer value is experienced through interaction 

between consumers and their preferred objects (i.e., products compared with competition) in 

specific settings or contexts. This implies that customer value is perceived during all stages of 

a consumer’s interaction with an object, including before, during, and after consumption and 

usage (cf. Parasuraman, 1997; Sánchez-Fernández and Iniesta-Bonillo, 2007). 

2.2.2 Customer value as a trade-off between quality and price 

In addition to regarding customer value as a trade-off between benefits and sacrifices, another 

popular perspective in consumer marketing, especially in the literature that draws on service 

marketing and pricing domains, considers customer value as a trade-off between quality and 

price (e.g., Zeithaml, 1988; Bolton and Drew, 1991; Grewal et al., 1998).  

In the service marketing literature, customer value is regarded as the central outcome of the 

customer’s consumption or service experience (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Zeithaml et al., 

1996; Cronin et al., 2000). In this stream of research, scholars have proposed conceptual 

frameworks that link customer value to service attributes and perceived quality dimensions, 

including SERVQUAL (Parasuraman, et al.,1988), PERVAL (Sweeney and Soutar, 2001), 

the means-ends model (Zeithaml, 1988), and the multistage model (Bolton and Drew, 1991); 

each of which relate perceived quality and price to experienced customer value. In essence, 

these models measure service quality as the difference between expected and received service 

performance within specified service dimensions, and compare it to the purchase price to get 

the perception of the value customers received from the service experience (Parasuraman et 

al., 1988; Bolton and Drew, 1991).  

                                                 
15

 Essentially, a judgment of goodness/badness. 

16
 Biggemann and Buttle (2012, p. 1133) provide a concise summary of the dimensions: “Extrinsic value is functional, utilitarian, and 

purpose oriented whereas intrinsic value is appreciated as an end itself. Self-oriented value is for the person’s own sake whereas other-

oriented is value for their sake, beyond the self. Active value is the consumer doing something to or with a product whereas reactive value 

implies that a product does something to or with the consumer”. 
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In the pricing literature, theories of price–value judgments are the foundation of all seminal 

works on perceived value (e.g., Kahneman and Tversky, 1979; Thaler, 1985; Tversky and 

Kahneman, 1991). According to Monroe (1990, p. 46), “buyer’s perception of value 

represents a tradeoff between the quality or benefits they receive in the product relative to the 

sacrifices they perceive by paying the price”. In essence, the general assumption in this 

stream of research is that customers’ purchase intentions are based on their value perceptions, 

which are formed by trading-off quality and price (Zeithaml, 1988; Rao and Monroe, 1989; 

Dodds et al., 1991). In this sense, suppliers can enhance customers’ perceptions of value by 

emphasizing either the product’s quality or low price in comparison to alternative offerings 

(Grewal et al., 1998).  

2.2.3 Current perspective(s) on customer value in the consumer marketing literature 

Although the assumption of customer value as a trade-off between quality and price has been 

the foundation of several value-related studies (e.g., Zeithaml, 1988; Bolton and Drew, 1991; 

Grewal et al., 1998), several researchers have criticized the extant quality-price models for 

confusing customer value with satisfaction
17

, and ignoring important constructs such as the 

purchasing experience, perceived risk, emotional and hedonic benefits, and, in particular, the 

outcome of the service experience (Iacobucci et al., 1994; Buttle, 1996; De Ruyter et al., 

1997; Sinha and DeSarbo, 1998; Macdonald et al., 2011).  

Hence, while the literature on customer value in consumer markets is still developing towards 

a widely accepted conceptualization of customer value, there is a general consensus in the 

literature suggesting that customer value goes beyond the quality-price trade-off (e.g., 

Woodruff, 1997; Grisaffe and Kumar, 1998; Sánchez-Fernández and Iniesta-Bonillo, 2007). 

Consequently, the majority of customer value research in consumer markets is increasingly 

adopting the perspective of customer value as a trade-off between both functional (tangible) 

and cognitive (intangible) benefits and sacrifices involved in an exchange. 

Furthermore, the trade-off between functional and cognitive benefits and sacrifices involved 

in an exchange is not only limited to specific transactions, it involves the whole consumption 

experience that is aimed at realizing value for the customer by fulfilling an intended goal or a 

specific objective (Hirschman and Holbrook, 1982; Holbrook, 1994; Butz and Goodstein, 

1996; Woodruff and Gardial, 1996). For example, customers who purchase travel 

tickets/services, tend to evaluate the total travel experience based on what was promised prior 

to purchase, and what was experienced during and after the purchase when the actual 

traveling (i.e., usage of the offering) took place (cf. Payne et al., 2008). This is in line with the 

means-end theory (Gutman, 1982, 1991), which explains how an individual’s choice of 

product or service aims to achieve a desired end state, meaning that consumers seek to obtain 

consequences that are of value to them.  

 

Building on the means-end theory, Woodruff (1997, p. 142) defines customer value as “a 

customer’s perceived preference for and evaluation of those product attributes, attribute 

performance, and consequences arising from use that facilitate (or block) achieving the 

customer’s goal and purposes in use situations”. This suggests that perceptions of value are 

not only linked to the static product and service attributes determined by the supplier, but 

derived also from the specific usage situations experienced by the customers (cf. Levy, 2006; 

                                                 
17

 For example, Eggert and Ulaga (2002) demonstrate that customer value and satisfaction are two distinct, although complementary, 

constructs. 
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Helkkula and Kelleher, 2010). This is also in line with Parasuraman (1997) and Woodall 

(2003) who argue that customers tend to change their cognitive criteria for evaluating value 

when moving from pre-purchase to exchange, usage, and after usage positions. The definition 

of customer value put forward by Woodruff (1997) has laid the foundations for much of the 

subsequent work
18

 on value in consumer markets, which considers customer value broadly to 

be the consumer’s own subjective and cognitive evaluation of the socially constructed value 

experiences in specific contexts over time (e.g., Hollbrook, 2006; Arnould et al., 2006; Carú 

and Cova, 2006; Holttinen, 2014). 

2.3 Customer value in the business marketing literature 

In the contemporary business marketing literature, customer value research is typically 

divided into two related streams: 1) the value of offerings (i.e., products and services) and 2) 

the value of buyer–seller relationships (Hogan 2001; Lindgreen and Wynstra, 2005; 

Lindgreen et al., 2012). The first stream tends to emphasize more tangible aspects of customer 

value
19

, such as the functionality or the practical utility of an offering, while the second 

stream tends to emphasize more intangible aspects of customer value, such as reputation, 

skills, or knowledge (e.g., Baxter and Matear, 2004). However, these streams have been 

steadily evolving towards a combined and more holistic perspective on relationship value, 

which takes into account both the tangible and intangible value realized by customers (Ulaga 

and Eggert, 2006a; Corsaro and Snehota, 2010; Corsaro et al., 2013). 

2.3.1 Value of offerings  

The literature stream that adopts the perspective that customer value is predominantly 

embedded in products and services has it foundations in the augmented product concept, 

which proposes that customer value is created and delivered by adding different features, 

including support services, financing, or flexible delivery to the core product offering (Levitt, 

1969, 1980, 1981). The features are generally divided into five levels: core, expected, 

augmented, potential, and final product features, and they can be applied to offerings that 

contain any combination of products and services (Lovelock, 1994; 1995). The augmented 

product concept emphasizes the idea that the value inherent in a product or service offering 

can be categorized into core and add-on benefits (Payne and Holt, 2001; Lindgreen and 

Wynstra, 2005).  

According to Doyle (2000) and Kotler (2003), customer value is essentially the sum of three 

elements: the perceived product benefits minus both the product price and the costs of its 

ownership. Product benefits represent the performance and quality of the offering, product 

price is the purchasing costs, and the costs of owning the product are the sum of all related 

costs that occur after the purchase, such as installation, training, and maintenance costs, and 

also the psychological risk and uncertainty of switching suppliers (Doyle, 2000). From this 

perspective, customer value is perceived as the difference between benefits, price, and costs 

(Kotler, 2003).  

                                                 
18

 The recent customer value literature in consumers markets is also influenced by the conception of service-dominant logic (Vargo & 

Lusch, 2004, 2008) 
 
19

 For example, several studies in this stream adopt or draw from Anderson et al. (1993, p. 5) definition of customer value as the “worth in 

monetary units of the set of economic, technical, service and social benefits received by a customer firm in exchange for the price paid for a 

product offering.” 



16 

 

Anderson and colleagues (1993, p. 5; 1998, 2009) define customer value as the “worth in 

monetary units of the set of economic, technical, service and social benefits received by a 

customer firm in exchange for the price paid for a product offering.” According to this 

perspective, customer value includes the net benefits derived from the offering, when costs 

incurred to obtain the offerings are negative benefits, but not the purchase price. Instead, the 

difference between the value and price represents the customer’s incentive to purchase the 

offering (Anderson et al., 2000; Anderson and Wynstra, 2010).  

For Ulaga and Chacour (2001), customer value represents a trade-off between all the benefits 

and sacrifices perceived by key decision-makers in the customer’s organization. They 

emphasize the heterogeneous nature of customers and point out that depending on the 

customer, alternative offerings, and specific usage situation, the value of the same product 

offering can vary for different customers. Thus, analyzing the importance of specific benefits 

and costs for different customers or customer segments should play a central role in a firm’s 

strategic marketing plan. 

2.3.2 Value of relationships 

The literature stream that adopts the perspective that customer value is predominantly 

embedded in buyer-seller relationships has it foundations in relationship marketing and 

service research, which broadly considers that if marketing is seen as a continuum of 

exchanges between actors, then relationship-based exchanges are more valuable in the long 

term than transaction-based exchanges (e.g., Dwyer et al., 1987; Morgan and Hunt, 1994; 

Grönroos, 1998; Day, 2000; Payne and Holt, 2001). In general, relationships can be 

considered to have value for both suppliers
20

 and customers, with synergies that benefit 

participants and also other network partners and stakeholders (see Figure 3). However, as this 

study is focused on examining how the value realized by customers can be assessed, it is 

focused on the value of a relationship to the customer. 

 
Figure 3. Value of a relationship 
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 For studies focusing on the value of relationships for the supplier, see, for example, Kalwani and Narayandas (1995), Walter et al. (2001), 

and Blonska et al. (2013). 
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For example, Ravald and Grönroos (1996) suggest that in close collaborations, instead of 

benefits derived from the core offering, customers tend to evaluate benefits derived from the 

whole relationship with the supplier over time. Lindgreen and Wynstra (2005, p. 737) argue 

that “Apart from any technical, service, economic, or social benefits explicitly embodied in 

the offering there may be factors on the level of the supplier firm that make one offer more 

attractive than another one”. Such factors might include the reputation, location, current and 

future capabilities of the supplier, and also access to the supplier’s network of partners 

(Walter et al., 2001; Möller and Törrönen, 2003). Hence, the value of the relationship 

between a supplier and a customer might exceed the value of the offering being exchanged
21

. 

In the academic literature, a growing body of research has focused on examining buyer-

supplier relationships in business markets and, in particular, what makes them valuable to the 

customer beyond the core offering (Ford and Mcdowell, 1999; Ulaga, 2001; Palmatier, 2008). 

Typically, studies in this stream of research are focused on the “soft” or intangible aspects of 

customer value in buyer-seller relationships, which are often conceptualized as relationship 

quality
22

 (Ulaga and Eggert, 2006b; Athanasopoulou, 2009). Relationship quality is 

considered to be integrally linked to customer value as it positively influences the customer’s 

repurchase intentions (Naude and Buttle 2000; Hewett et al., 2002). More specifically, prior 

research has associated high relationship quality with decreased risk and uncertainty, and 

increased confidence, trust, and satisfaction to the customer (Crosby et al., 1990; Morgan and 

Hunt, 1994; Cannon and Perreault, 1999; Rauryen and Miller, 2007).  

On the other hand, studies by the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing Group emphasize the 

idea that relationships create value through interactions over time, whereby the selling and 

buying firms continuously learn from and adapt to each other
23

 as their relationship evolves 

(e.g., Ford, 1980; 2011; Håkansson and Snehota, 1995; Ford et al., 2003; Håkansson et al., 

2009; Hammervoll, 2012). This essentially means that, in addition to the core offering, 

customers realize value from long-term relationships because “exchanges between the 

supplier and buyer become predictable and reassuring since the actors have learnt how they 

each organize their business operations and […] the actors’ learning and adaptation in the 

relationship are likely to result in new product or service solutions” (Lindgreen and Wynstra, 

2005, p. 739). As the relationships between companies develop, customers acquire new skills 

and knowledge and become better at leveraging their intangible and human, (i.e., “operant”) 

resources (Gadde et al., 2012). This in turn leads to value creation and realization through 

enhanced activity patterns and business processes (Grönroos and Helle, 2012). 

The stream of research focusing on the value of relationships is considered central in the 

marketing literature as it emphasizes that firms must take into account all interactions that 

facilitate value creation in business relationships, instead of focusing only on the (augmented) 

offering that is delivered to the customer (Ravald and Grönroos, 1996; Lindgreen and 

Wynstra, 2005). This stream shifted the broader focus of value research from an individual 

transaction process to the relational and ongoing interactions between a firm and its customers 

(and network partners), over time (Payne and Holt, 2001). 

                                                 
21

 According to Easton and Araujo (1992), all relationships do not necessarily involve economic exchange of offerings. 

22
 Relationship quality is a higher-order construct that typically comprises three distinct, although related, dimensions: satisfaction, trust, 

and commitment (Dorsch et al., 1998; Hewett et al., 2002). Although relationship quality and relationship value are often employed rather 
interchangeably to model outcomes of a relationship, Ulaga and Eggert, (2006b) point out that relationship value is actually an antecedent to 

relationship quality. 

23
 For studies focusing on value creation through interaction in wider networks, see, for example, Ford and Mouzas (2010), Gummesson and 

Mele (2010), and Lusch et al. (2010). 
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2.3.3 Towards the concept of relationship value 

Although the relationship perspective has been fundamental in advancing value research in 

business markets, it predominantly emphasizes soft and intangible factors of business 

relationships, and does not contribute sufficiently to the understanding of all relevant sources 

that create value in a relationship (Ulaga and Eggert, 2006b; Westerlund and Svahn, 2008). 

The value that customers experience and perceive in relationships can be both tangible and 

intangible, and derived from multiple dimensions, including economic (increased profits, 

improved business processes), social (increased skills and reputation), and strategic (risk 

reduction, access to new partners or resources) benefits (Baxter and Matear, 2004; Ulaga and 

Eggert, 2005; Biggemann and Buttle, 2012). Thus, the emerging value literature has expended 

considerable efforts to gain a more holistic understanding of relationship value and, more 

specifically, to explore what are the key drivers and dimensions that facilitate value creation 

in business relationships (e.g., Menon et al., 2005; Ulaga and Eggert, 2006a; Corsaro and 

Snehota, 2010; Corsaro et al., 2013). 

From a conceptual perspective, scholars have suggested different dimensions for the 

relationship value construct. For example, Wilson and Jantrania (1995) theorized that 

relationship value stems from economic, strategic, and behavioral dimensions. Ravald and 

Grönroos (1996) consider that relationship value comprises all benefits and costs incurred in 

relationships, while Grönroos (1997) argues that relationship value can be described broadly 

as the core (product) solution plus/minus added service value. According to Flint et al. (2002, 

p. 103), value in relationships can be described as the “judgements or evaluations of what the 

customer perceives he has received from the seller” whereas Möller and Törrönen (2003) 

argue that the supplier’s value creation potential in relationships should be regarded as a 

spectrum ranging from core value to added value and, finally, to future value.  

From an empirical perspective, an emerging body of research has examined the potential 

dimensions and drivers of relationship value. In a study conducted in an industrial service 

sector, Lapierre (2000) identified 13 drivers of relationship value, which were divided into 

three benefit dimensions (product, service, and relationship benefits) and two sacrifice 

dimensions (price and relationship costs). In two studies involving purchasing managers from 

several industries, Ulaga (2003) and Ulaga and Eggert (2005) identified product, delivery, 

service, know-how, time-to-market, and social benefits, and also price and process costs as 

the key drivers of relationship value. Examining relationship value from a cost management 

perspective, Cannon and Homburg (2001) identified three major sources of costs that 

customers incur in business relationships: direct, acquisition, and operations costs. 

Building on Cannon and Homburg (2001), Menon et al. (2005) identified core benefits, add-

on benefits, purchasing price, acquisition costs, and operations costs as the key drivers of 

relationship value in business markets. Extending Cannon and Homburg’s (2001) cost 

management framework to also include benefits, Ulaga and Eggert (2006b) identified product 

quality, delivery performance, service support, personal interaction, supplier know-how, and 

time-to market benefits, and also direct acquisition and operation costs as the central value 

drivers in key supplier relationships that are realized at three different levels (core offering, 

sourcing process, and customer operations). In addition to tangible and financial benefits, 

relationship value can also include intangible and intrinsic benefits such as personal, 

knowledge, and strategic benefits (Biggemann and Buttle, 2012). Table 4 summarizes the 

central studies that have influenced the relationship value stream. 
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Table 4. Summary of the central studies influencing the relationship value stream 
Authors Main dimensions of relationship value Context of the study 

Benefits Costs 

Anderson et al., 

1993 

Economic benefits; 

technical benefits; 

service benefits; and 

social benefits. 

Price. Theory-based 

Wilson and 

Jantrania, 1995 

Economic benefits; 

strategic benefits; and 

behavioral benefits. 

- Theory-based 

Ravald and 

Grönroos, 1996 

Episode benefits; and 

relationship benefits. 

Episode sacrifices; and 

relationship sacrifices. 

Theory-based 

Grönroos, 1997 Core solutions; and 

additional services. 

Price; and 

relationship costs. 

Theory-based 

Lapierre, 2000 Alternative solutions; 

product quality; 

product customization; 

responsiveness; 

flexibility;  

reliability; 

technical competence; 

image; 

trust; and 

solidarity. 

 

Price; 

time/effort/energy; and 

conflict. 

Survey among 209 and 129 

purchasing executives of the 

Canadian IT and finance 

sector. 

Cannon and 

Homburg, 2001 

- Direct costs; 

acquisition costs; and 

operations costs. 

Theory-based 

Ulaga, 2003 Product quality;  

service support;  

delivery;  

supplier know-how; 

time-to-market; and  

personal interaction. 

Direct product costs; and 

process cost. 

Qualitative study among 10 

purchasing professionals in 

different manufacturing 

industries. 

Menon et al., 

2005 

Core benefits; and 

add-on benefits  

Purchasing price; 

acquisition costs; and 

operations costs. 

Survey among 921 purchasing 

managers in U.S and 

Germany. 

Ulaga and Eggert, 

2005 

Product benefits; 

service benefits; 

know-how benefits; 

time to market benefits; 

and social benefits. 

Price; and 

process costs. 

Survey among 207 purchasing 

professionals in different 

manufacturing industries in 

France. 

Ulaga and Eggert, 

2006a 

Product quality; 

delivery performance; 

service support; 

personal interaction; 

supplier know-how; and 

time-to-market. 

Direct costs;  

acquisition costs; and  

operations costs. 

Qualitative study among 10 

purchasing professionals in 

different manufacturing 

industries, and a survey 

among 400 purchasing 

managers in U.S 

manufacturing firms. 

Biggemann and 

Buttle, 2012 

Personal benefits; 

financial benefits; 

knowledge benefits; and 

strategic benefits 

- Qualitative study among 55 

managers from 15 different 

firms, including suppliers and 

customers.  
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In essence, these studies demonstrate that relationship value contains benefits and costs 

derived from both the core offering and interactions in the relationship, which are realized 

before, during, and after the actual exchange. Furthermore, the benefits and costs can be both 

tangible and monetary, such as increased revenues or decreased costs, and intangible and non-

monetary, such as increased trust, reputation, comfort, and ease of use, or the time, effort, and 

energy expended on the exchange (e.g., Grönroos, 2011; Biggemann and Buttle, 2012). 

However, actors in the same relationships might have different perceptions of the benefits and 

costs that create value, which tend to change over time (Corsaro and Snehota, 2010). In 

addition, the value perceived by customers at a specific moment can be contingent on factors 

that are both internal and/or external to the relationship itself, such as increasing customer 

demand, experienced tension, or industry regulations (Gassenheimer et al., 1998; Flint et al., 

2002). Hence the value experienced in business relationships can be emergent, depending on 

the conditions of a specific situation, which can shape and refine customers’ perceptions of 

the value they experience (Haas et al., 2012).  

Essentially, actors rely on their own cognitive schemes and past experiences to make sense 

and interpret the value they perceive. Therefore, the benefits and costs that realize relationship 

value are always individual perceptions, determined over the social and cognitive processes in 

the customer’s mind rather than as functions of the qualities or attributes of a particular 

offering (Payne et al., 2008; Corsaro and Snehota, 2010). Thus, each customer can have a 

subjective view on the benefits and costs that embody value (Helkkula et al., 2012), and it is 

usually the supplier’s responsibility to ensure that a mutual understanding of value is jointly 

constructed (Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012). Constructing and “freezing” a mutual 

understanding of expected value is especially important in turbulent situations where 

individual actors or participants in the relationships might change or even leave, thus ensuring 

that the mutually enacted value perception is temporarily stabilized (Haas et al., 2012).  

2.3.4 Relationship value in other streams of research 

The orientation towards relationship value is also prominently featured in other streams of 

marketing research. For example, in the service marketing research, recent studies emphasize 

that, instead of providing product offerings for customers, suppliers create value by assisting 

customers in their own operations through sharing and integrating resources such as skills and 

knowledge (Payne et al., 2008; Lusch et al., 2010; Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012). 

This perspective is influenced by service-dominant logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004; 2008) and 

the Nordic school of marketing thought
24

 (Grönroos 1983; 2008; 2011; Grönroos and Voima, 

2013), which argues that customer value is not created by exchange but is jointly co-created 

through inter-linked resources, engagements, and actors in relationships, and realized at the 

time of customer’s usage as value-in-use. Hence, both supplier and customer are actively 

involved in the value creation process, whereby resources (i.e., products, services, and/or 

knowledge components) are regarded as service appliances that create opportunities for co-

creating value with the customer (Storbacka and Lehtinen, 2001; Edvardsson et al., 2005; 

Payne et al., 2008).  
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 Also known as service logic; see, for example, Grönroos (2008; 2011). 
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According to the service perspective, suppliers can only make value propositions offering 

value potential that (if accepted), is realized in customers’
25

 own value generating processes 

as value-in-use over time (Ballantyne et al., 2011; Grönroos and Voima, 2013). Customers 

experience and perceive this value through both the content of the value proposition and the 

processes by which it is realized (Lapierre, 1997; Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2012). As 

customers continuously interact with suppliers, the experienced value is often influenced by 

previous, current, and expected interactions in the relationship with the supplier (Helkkula et 

al., 2010, 2012).  

In sales research, scholars have emphasized that, as firms in business markets are increasingly 

moving toward a service-dominant logic of value co-creation, sales has to take into account 

the value created in business relationships (Plouffe et al., 2008; Sheth and Sharma, 2008; 

Ulaga and Loveland, 2014). That is, the firm’s sales function has to evolve from focusing on 

value creation by matching customer needs with a bundle of products and services to creating 

and realizing value in customer relationships over time (Haas et al., 2012). Specifically, 

examining how a firm’s relationship value orientation can be implemented at the sales level, 

recent research has suggested value-based selling as a highly relevant sales approach in 

business markets, especially in the context of complex and service-intensive solution 

offerings (Terho et al., 2012). In essence, value-based selling is focused on understanding the 

value potential of the supplier’s offering and crafting value propositions that demonstrate how 

it influences the customer’s profitability in the long-term.  

In the emerging customer value proposition research, several studies have emphasized the 

firm’s ability to communicate the value potential of its offerings to customers and other 

stakeholders (e.g., Emerson, 2003; Anderson et al., 2006; Frow and Payne, 2011). While 

customer value propositions have been traditionally defined as statements on benefits of a 

particular product or service (Lanning and Michaels, 1988; Rintamäki et al., 2007), recent 

research argues that value propositions should convey the potential value that suppliers and 

customers can co-create in their interactions over time (Ballantyne et al., 2011; Payne and 

Frow, 2014). For example, anecdotal evidence suggests that best-practice firms in business 

markets create distinctive value propositions that isolate the key benefits which matter most to 

customers, and demonstrate and document their value to the customers’ business (Anderson et 

al., 2006). According to this perspective, value propositions should emphasize the potential 

value that customers can realize from their relationships with suppliers, rather than the 

benefits customers might derive from particular products or services. 

In solutions marketing research, the prevailing arguments suggest that integrating individual 

components into solutions provides more value to a customer than would be delivered by the 

components alone (e.g., Evanschitzky et al., 2011; Sharma and Iyer, 2011). The added 

benefits that customers perceive from solutions are related to both skillful integration of 

products and services into a functioning whole that fulfills customers’ collective and 

relational goals, and to the relational processes that improve customer’s operations and 

productivity (Tuli et al., 2007; Epp and Price, 2011; Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011). Solution 

offerings aim to shift the responsibility and risks involved in selected operations to suppliers 

(Stremersch, et al., 2001; Brady et al., 2005), and result in cost savings, performance 

guarantees, optimized processes, customized offerings and, ultimately, a “better or easier life 

for the customer” (Miller et al., 2002, p. 3; Sawhney, 2006). Essentially, successful solution 

business models are based on earnings logics that are focused on the value created in 

                                                 
25

 For studies focusing on value co-creation in wider stakeholder and network contexts, see, for example, Cova and Salle (2008), Fiol, Tena, 

and García (2011), Frow and Payne (2011), and Vargo and Lusch, (2011). 
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customers’ processes instead of delivered products or services (Cornet et al., 2000; Storbacka, 

2011). According to the solution perspective, customers’ willingness to pay higher prices for 

solutions is related to the supplier’s ability to communicate the value that results from the 

offering’s functionality and relational processes (Sawhney, 2006; Tuli et al., 2007). 

Customer value has also a central role in the pricing research, where the main pricing 

strategies are usually divided into cost-, competition-, and value-based pricing
26

 (Ingenbleek 

et al., 2003; Indounas, 2009). The pricing literature and also empirical evidence indicates that 

most firms in business markets tend to adopt cost- or competition-based pricing strategies 

(Noble and Gruca, 1999; Liozu et al., 2012). This is usually due to a lack of tools and 

capabilities to evaluate and communicate how their offerings influence customers’ costs and 

returns (Sawhney, 2006; Hinterhuber, 2008; Provines, 2010). In practice, implementing a 

value-based pricing strategy is highly difficult as it requires a deep understanding of 

customer’s business and systematic processes that incorporate all relevant information and 

customer data for pricing decisions (Shipley and Jobber, 2001; Hinterhuber, 2004; 

Bonnemeier et al., 2010).  

However, in contrast to industry practice, scholars have long argued that the value-based 

pricing strategy, which is based on customers’ perceptions of realized value, is superior 

toother strategies (Cannon and Morgan, 1990; Ingenbleek et al., 2010; Hinterhuber and Liozu, 

2012). For example, Liozu and Hinterhuber (2014) recently empirically demonstrated the 

positive relationship between value-based pricing and firm performance. Value-based pricing 

is particularly suited to complex and service-intensive offerings as they are often customized 

to specific needs and designed to provide value beyond the sum of their individual 

components (Sharma and Iyer, 2011; Storbacka, 2011). According to this perspective, 

suppliers should base their pricing strategies on the delivered and realized customer value, 

which can be quantified through performance-related outcomes such as usage or output 

(Hünerberg and Huttman, 2003; Bonnemeir et al., 2010). 

The recent perspectives on relationship value in different streams of research are especially 

prevalent in business markets, where industrial firms are increasingly moving from pure 

product offerings towards “upgraded” service offerings, hybrid offerings, and ultimately, 

integrated solutions aimed at realizing value for the customer (e.g., Matthyssens et al., 2009; 

Evanschitzky et al., 2011; Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011). This transition has resulted in an 

increased adoption of service strategies built around an installed base of products and new 

solution business models that aim to optimize customers’ processes over time (Reinartz and 

Ulaga, 2008; Storbacka, 2011).  

In essence, suppliers are becoming increasingly involved in their customers own operations, 

which emphasizes the role of long-lasting relationships and continuity of interaction (Windahl 

and Lakemond, 2010). Longer relationships do not only offer stability and improved margins, 

they also provide intimate knowledge of the customer’s own business processes and industry 

challenges (e.g., Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003). In this sense, the understanding of relationship 

value plays a key role in business markets, where suppliers have the opportunity to gain 

insight on how customers perceive and realize value from the design and exchange of 

offerings to their usage and disposal during and after the relationship (cf. Wise and 

Baumgartner, 1999; Davies, 2004) 
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 Sometimes also referred to as “value-informed pricing” (Ingenbleek, 2007; 2014) 
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Similarly, instead of bundles of products and services, customers perceive suppliers offerings 

as relational processes comprising requirements definition, customization, integration, 

deployment, and post-deployment support (Tuli et al., 2007). This is in line with means-end 

chain theory that attributes the highest customer value not to purchased products or services 

but to the outcomes realized by their usage (e.g., Gutman, 1982; Woodruff, 1997). 

Accordingly, this emphasizes that customer value in business markets is not merely tied to the 

actual object of exchange (i.e., product offering) but is also increasingly integrated to the 

value delivery process during which the customer and supplier interact by sharing and 

integrating resources, such as specialist skills and knowledge (Payne et al., 2008). 

However, while relying on a supplier’s expertise by outsourcing or giving away more 

responsibility for key operations can increase the potential for value creation in relationships, 

it also makes the participants increasingly dependent on each other (Möller, 2006; Gulati and 

Sytch, 2007). The more complex the offering, the more dependent the participants become on 

each other (Windahl and Lakemond, 2010). When customers’ move from purchasing products 

and services to purchasing performance, they become susceptible to the supplier’s ability to 

secure the availability of and access to key components, specialized services, and 

technologies desired by the customers (Davies et al., 2007). Hence, industrial buyers tend to 

evaluate their prospective suppliers both by their offerings or value delivery ability and by 

their relative strategic positions within their business networks (Ford et al., 2003) 

2.4 Customer value assessment 

Effective business market management requires customer value management and, more 

specifically, a clear understanding of how customers perceive value and what they value in 

particular offerings (Menon et al., 2005; Ulaga and Eggert, 2006a). Managing customer value 

over time has long been recognized as essential for competitive advantage, and industrial 

firms have typically conducted customer value assessment to determine what their offerings 

are worth to customers (Woodruff, 1997; Anderson and Narus, 1998; Anderson et al., 2009). 

In this study, customer value assessment
27

 refers to the process of evaluating and 

communicating the value created for (and with) customers (cf. Payne and Holt, 2001; Payne 

and Frow, 2005; Sawhney, 2006; Anderson et al., 2006). 

Customer value assessment is highly critical in creating credible value propositions for 

customers and obtaining an equitable return on the delivered customer value (Anderson et al., 

2006; Sawhney, 2006). The value proposition demonstrates the potential monetary value and 

business benefits to the customer, and explains the relationship between the performance of 

the supplier’s offering, the fulfillment of the customer’s need, and the total cost to the 

customer over the relationship’s life-cycle (Payne and Holt, 2001; Knox et al., 2003). To 

determine whether the value proposition is likely to result in superior customer experience, 

the supplier should undertake a value assessment that quantifies the relative importance 

placed by customers on the various attributes of an offering (Anderson and Narus, 1998; 

Payne and Frow, 2005). In addition, the supplier needs to develop a thorough understanding 

of customers’ operations and how their costs and returns are influenced by the supplier’s 

products and services (Anderson et al., 2006). 

                                                 
27

 Customer value assessment is sometimes employed interchangeably with terms such as value analysis (Gale, 1994; Ulaga and Chacour, 

2001), value evaluation (Woodruff, 1997), and value judgment (Flint et al., 2002). However, as value analysis is inherently based on 
comparison of price and quality, and value judgment on subjective preferences of attributes related to the offering, this study employs the 

definition of customer value assessment, which is inherently more holistic and takes into account the monetary and non-monetary value and 

both tangible and intangible business benefits realized by the customer (cf. Payne and Holt, 2001; Corsaro et al., 2013). 
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However, the actual value potential that customers might realize from suppliers offerings is 

often difficult to assess as it unfolds over a long period of time, and is usually dependent on 

inputs from both supplier and customer (Tuli et al., 2007; Grönroos and Voima, 2013). The 

evaluation of potential value is particularly difficult in the context of complex exchange, 

where the supplier offers innovative products and services, or customized solutions, that often 

lack sufficient benchmarking information and tangible evidence of the potential benefits 

(Möller and Törrönen, 2003; Howden and Pressey, 2008), and where customers might lack 

the necessary knowledge to articulate the desired value to the supplier (Aarikka-Stenroos and 

Jaakkola, 2012). This is typical of purchasing situations in business markets, where suppliers 

and customers are increasingly involved in complex exchange (Gummesson, 1978; 

Evanschitzky et al., 2011). 

Complex offerings can be compared to “credence goods
28

”, which are characterized by high 

levels of information asymmetry and difficulties in assessing the potential value prior to or, 

sometimes, even after purchase and usage (Darby and Karni, 1973; Hsieh et al., 2005). 
Credence attributes are often associated with technically complex and service-intensive 

offerings, such as asset management or power-by-the-hour agreements, that are based on a 

promise of performance and require specialized knowledge to benefit the customer (Howden 

and Pressey, 2008; see also Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011). Under these conditions, customers 

often have limited understanding of the value potential, and are dependent on the supplier’s 

ability to provide information on the offering’s benefits and costs.  

In the absence of tangible value evidence, customers tend to seek signals concerning the 

supplier’s capabilities (Kirmani and Rao, 2000; Barry and Terry, 2008). For example, Töllner 

et al. (2011) suggest that, due to the high value involved in complex solution offerings, 

suppliers need to signal prior experience with and potential benefits of similar solutions to 

reduce the customer’s perceived risk. One type of signal is the supplier’s brand name or 

reputation that might act as an intrinsic cue for the supplier’s value assessment capability 

(Hansen et al., 2008). However, despite the importance of brand management in business 

markets (Keller and Lehmann, 2006), prior research provides little understanding on brand 

positioning strategies that are built around capabilities.  

Many offerings in business markets have the attributes of credence goods, and thus involve 

high perceived risk and uncertainty (c.f. Jacob and Ulaga, 2008). In the business marketing 

literature, uncertainty concerning value potential is defined as value ambiguity, which refers 

to the concerns and doubts that customers have regarding the potential value they will realize 

from prospective offerings (Anderson and Wynstra, 2010). Essentially, when customers are 

uncertain of the value they will receive, they tend to base their choices and judgments on 

price, which is more certain (Anderson et al., 2000). In other words, when value ambiguity is 

high, customers tend to favor offerings that are lower in price and perceived value than more 

highly priced offerings, but which have the potential to realize higher value (Anderson and 

Wynstra, 2010). Given that firms in business markets increasingly seek differentiation 

through value creation (Ulaga and Eggert, 2006a) the ability to make credible value 

assessments and reduce customers’ value ambiguity has become one of the key challenges for 

business marketers and practitioners (Anderson and Wynstra, 2010: ISBM, 2012).  

                                                 
28 Considering how different types of attributes interact with customers’ search and trial, goods and services can be categorized according to 

their search, experience, and credence attributes, which describe how easy or difficult it is to evaluate their potential value (Darby and Karni, 

1973; Nelson, 1970, 1974). Search attributes can be verified prior to purchase through direct inspection or readily available sources, and 
experience attributes can be verified only after use of the product, while credence attributes are difficult to verify, even after usage (Darby 

and Karni, 1973; Klein, 1998). Goods and services might have one, two, or all three of these types of attribute. Typical examples of credence 

goods are B2B services, such as healthcare, accountancy, legal, or consulting services (Darby and Karni, 1973; Howden and Pressey, 2008). 
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2.4.1 Customer value assessment methods in prior research 

Given the central role of customer value in many streams of the literature, several different 

methods for customer value assessment have been proposed in prior research. For example, in 

consumer markets, customer value assessment methods are usually grounded on the customer 

satisfaction and service quality literature, and focus on evaluating consumers’ feelings of 

satisfaction based on comparison between expected and perceived quality (Payne and Holt, 

2001). This is in line with utility theory, which assumes that consumers make purchase 

decisions to maximize satisfaction gained from purchased offerings (Bach et al., 1987; 

Bowman and Ambrosini, 2000). Hence, as customer satisfaction is a relatively strong 

predictor of buying behavior in consumer markets, consumer marketers tend to utilize 

customer satisfaction surveys as a key method to assess value (e.g., Oliver, 1999; Mittal and 

Kamakura, 2001). However, while customer satisfaction can indicate the emotional value
29

 

received by customers, it does not take into account the monetary value or other tangible 

business benefits realized by customers (cf. Gross, 1997; Eggert and Ulaga, 2002). 

One of the earliest approaches to address customer value assessment with regard to economic 

value can be found in the value engineering literature, which discusses value analysis, 

essentially an engineering tool created specifically for the “identification of unnecessary 

costs” (Miles, 1961, p. vii). The aim of value analysis is to determine the focal product’s main 

functions and then evaluate whether they can be accomplished reliably at a lower cost by 

alternative means, such as with another material or the application of other processes (Miles, 

1961, p. 13-15). Based on the premise of value analysis, Gale (1994) developed customer 

value analysis, which evaluates customers’ perceptions of the quality and price related to 

different attributes of the offering, and compares them to competitors’ offerings. However, 

value analysis has been criticized for poor cost estimates and high reliance on price as an 

indicator of value (Miles, 1961, p. 42; Gale, 1994, p. 43; Howden and Pressey, 2008). 

Moreover, it was originally designed for simple consumer-oriented products. For example, 

Ulaga and Chacour (2001) applied value analysis to industrial chemicals, and concluded that 

while value analysis can work with commodity products, complex and service-intensive 

offerings in business markets need more sophisticated value assessment methods.  

In the service management literature, service quality is the key indicator of customer value, 

and the most known value assessment methods in this stream of research include SERVQUAL 

(Parasuraman et al., 1988; Zeithaml et al., 1996) and PERVAL (Sweeney and Soutar, 2001), 

which are survey-instruments that essentially measure customers’ perceptions of value based 

on expected and perceived quality. However, although SERVQUAL and PERVAL are widely 

applied methods in consumer markets, they have been criticized for neglecting monetary 

value (Reichheld, 1996; Woodruff, 1997) and the long-term outcome for customers, i.e. the 

value-in-use perceived by customers (Buttle, 1996; Macdonald et al., 2011). 

In a study in business markets, Anderson et al. (1993) examined the usage of different value 

assessment methods in the largest industrial firms in the U.S., which included internal 

engineering, field-value-in-use, direct and indirect surveys, focus groups, importance ratings, 

conjoint analysis, benchmark analysis, and compositional approach. Based on the results, 

focus groups and importance ratings were found to be the most widely employed methods by 

industrial firms due their ease of implementation, but neither was considered sufficient as a 
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 Customer’s satisfaction with a supplier can be defined as an affective state of mind resulting from the evaluation of all relevant aspects of 

the business relationship (Geyskens, et al., 1999, p. 223; Eggert and Ulaga, 2002). In other words, customer satisfaction measures a 

customer’s feelings or the emotional experience that stems from interacting with the given supplier. 
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stand-alone method. The study concluded that industrial firms tend to prefer methods that 

work best with physical products, but have difficulties with estimating the value of 

technically complex and/or service-based offerings (Anderson et al., 1993).  

Later, Anderson and Narus (1998) and Anderson et al. (2006; 2007) found that best practice 

suppliers in business markets employ value case histories, value calculators, and customer 

value models to assess the value their offerings deliver to customers. Value case histories are 

documented summaries of the actual value that a firm has delivered to its reference 

customers. Previous customer deliveries are a strong indicator of supplier’s performance 

potential, and suppliers can communicate the value delivered to reference customers through 

various channels including web sites, trade journals, and sales situations (Möller and 

Törrönen, 2003; Salminen and Möller, 2006; Jalkala and Salminen, 2010).  

However, leveraging value case histories requires a supplier’s systematic efforts to document 

the delivered customer value and the customer’s willingness to share relevant information 

about the received benefits. Value calculators are typically IT-based applications, which 

demonstrate the likely outcome from the supplier’s offering with the support of customer 

data, while customer value models are usually summaries of value word equations, expressing 

the monetary differences between competing offerings (Anderson et al., 2006). However, 

because value calculators and customer value models require a deep understanding of 

customer’s business processes and an extensive amount of customer data, their usage has 

proven to be difficult and time-consuming in practice (Anderson et al., 2007).  

In the project marketing literature, pilot projects
30

 (or programs), are discussed as means to 

evaluate the potential value customers might realize from the supplier’s offering (e.g., 

Hobday 2000; Davies and Hobday, 2005; Davies et al., 2006). Pilot projects are especially 

important with new technologies and novel offerings as they can be employed to examine the 

economic, technical, and operational feasibility of new or highly customized offerings in a 

smaller scale, before they are implemented in full operational mode (Cornet et al., 2000; 

Davies et al., 2006). Pilot projects enable the supplier to analyze the performance of its 

offering and its impact on customer’s business process, and they enable customers to get 

“tangible evidence of the value that an offering would deliver in their operations” (Anderson 

et al., 2006; Anderson and Wynstra, 2010, p. 35). However, conducting pilot projects requires 

intimate cooperation with customers, and they are often costly and time consuming (Davies et 

al., 2006). Moreover, a holistic evaluation of the pilot project’s results requires systematic 

documentation of the value and business benefits realized by customers, but in practice, firms 

seldom have the time or resources to document the project’s impact on a customer’s long-

term business performance (cf. Schindler and Eppler, 2003).  

In the purchasing and supply management literature, the central and most widely employed 

method of evaluating value in sourcing decisions is a total cost of ownership (TCO) analysis, 

an application of activity-based costing (e.g., Carr and Ittner, 1992; Wouters et al., 2005). 

TCO analysis is a strategic cost accounting tool that aims to systematically calculate all costs 

related to purchasing and operating a system or asset over its full life-cycle (Ellram, 1995; 

Degraeve et al., 2000; Roodhooft et al., 2006). Depending on the purchase situation and 

available information, TCO analysis can utilize either monetary-based, more qualitative 

value-based, or mathematical decision model-based approaches (Hurkens et al., 2006). While 

TCO analysis is focused on quantifying total costs, it omits benefits, thus possibly ignoring a 

more value producing but expensive alternative. Although TCO analysis is theoretically 
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 Pilot projects can also take the form of beta-testing, especially in the ITC industry. In the consumer marketing context, “pilot projects” 

can exist in the form of trial purchases or free samples, which enable the customer to try the offerings before the actual purchase.  
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applicable to any type of purchase, its usage is limited in practice, mainly because it is 

difficult to implement due to the required amount of time, data, and cooperation (Ellram, 

1994; Ellram and Siferd, 1998; Wouters et al., 2009). 

Finally, there are a number of different financial metrics in the accounting literature that are 

typically employed to measure the performance of investments, such as return on investment 

(ROI), internal rate of return, net present value (NPV), discounted cash flows (DCF), benefit 

to cost ratio, and benchmark studies (e.g., Eccles, 1991; Kaplan and Norton, 1992, 2001; 

Shapiro, 2005). However, financial metrics are limited to income-based information, and 

cannot capture intangible value such as improved process quality or emotional and social 

benefits (Kaplan and Norton, 1992, 2001). The identified value assessment methods and their 

key limitations are summarized in Table 5. 

Table 5. Different value assessment methods in the literature 
Value Assessment 

Method 

 The literature base 

 (selected authors) 

Key limitations 

Customer satisfaction 

surveys. 

Consumer marketing (e.g., Oliver, 

1999). 

Evaluates emotional states, ignores 

monetary value and tangible business 

benefits. 

Value analysis. Value engineering (Miles, 1961; 

Gale, 1994). 

Designed for consumer products, poor 

costs estimates, and emphasizes price. 

SERVQUAL, and 

PERVAL. 

Service management (Parasuraman 

et al., 1988; 1991; 1994; Sweeney 

and Soutar, 2001). 

Indicates preferences and rankings 

instead of monetary estimates, tested 

mainly in consumer settings. 

Internal engineering;  

field-value-in-use;  

direct and indirect surveys; 

focus groups;  

importance ratings; 

conjoint analysis; 

benchmark analysis; and 

compositional approach. 

Business marketing (Anderson et 

al., 1993). 

Designed for physical products. Most 

employed methods indicate preferences 

and rankings instead of monetary 

estimates, and have difficulties with 

assessing the value of complex and 

service-intensive offerings.  

Value case histories;  

value calculators; and 

customer value models. 

Business marketing and sales 

management (e.g., Anderson et al., 

2006; 2007). 

Requires a deep understanding of 

customer´s business, extensive customer 

data, documentation efforts, and the 

customer’s willingness to share 

knowledge.  

Pilot projects; and  

pilot programs. 

Project marketing (e.g., Hobday 

2000; Davies and Hobday, 2005; 

Davies et al., 2006; see also 

Anderson and Wynstra, 2010) 

Require intimate cooperation with 

customers, and are often costly and time 

consuming to conduct. 

Total cost of ownership.  Purchasing and supply 

management (Carr and Ittner, 1992; 

Wouters et al., 2005). 

Considers only costs, but omits benefits; 

requires detailed customer data, and is 

difficult to implement in practice.  

Financial measures (e.g., 

ROI and NPV)  

Accounting (Kaplan and Norton, 

1992, 2001; Shapiro, 2005). 

Limited to income-based information; 

cannot capture intangible benefits. 
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In sum, a number of different value assessment methods have been proposed in the extant 

literature, but considering their limitations, they seem to be insufficient for a holistic 

assessment of the value potential involved in technically complex and service-intensive 

offerings in business markets. Specifically, the key limitations of the extant customer value 

assessment methods seem to be the following: First, they are designed for technically simple 

consumer-oriented products, not for complex business offerings. Second, they have 

difficulties with assessing the value of service elements involved in the offering. Third, 

instead of providing monetary estimates, they indicate subjective preferences. Fourth, they 

don´t take into account the quality and indirect benefits accruing from the relationship with 

the supplier over time. 

2.4.2 Need for a process perspective on customer value assessment 

Despite the advances in customer value research, understanding and assessing value realized 

by customers, particularly in business markets, remains a major challenge both for scholars 

and practitioners (e.g., Ulaga and Eggert, 2006a; Anderson and Wynstra, 2010; ISBM, 2012; 

Wiersema, 2013). While several value assessment methods have been proposed in the extant 

literature, most are focused on short-term consequences of purchasing an object of exchange, 

such as a product or service offering (Corsaro and Snehota, 2010). In contrast, particularly in 

business markets, the realization of customer value occurs through interaction in a series of 

relational processes (Tuli et al., 2007; Payne et al., 2008). Thus, the extant literature lacks 

understanding on the long-term process of customer value assessment (Woodruff and Flint 

2006, p. 188). Specifically, there is a paucity of guiding theoretical frameworks that outline 

how the process of customer value assessment unfolds over time 

When individuals in a supplier’s and its customer’s organizations share and integrate 

resources such as skills and knowledge, they continuously create, define, and perceive what is 

of value to them subjectively at that specific moment (Edvardsson et al., 2011; Cantù et al., 

2012). This makes customer value assessment particularly challenging because the supplier’s 

production activities can lead only to the generation of potential value, which is perceived 

prior to delivery or at the point of sale, while realized customer value (sometimes objectively 

measureable and sometimes subjectively perceived) occurs along the usage process, and is 

experienced and perceived over time (Macdonald et al., 2011; Grönroos and Voima, 2013). 

Although the phenomenological nature of customer value has been recognized at a theoretical 

level (Vargo and Lusch, 2008), there is a need for customer value assessment approaches that 

take into account the “complexity of actors’ perceptions of value, particularly related to the 

numerous intangible, intrinsic and emotional factors” over time (Corsaro et al., 2013, p. 2). 

Moreover, quantifying and communicating the value delivered by firms to their customers is 

often regarded as a sales activity, and customer value assessment is hence assumed to be the 

sales unit’s responsibility (Anderson et al., 2007; Terho et al., 2012). However, the value-in-

use that emerges in a customer’s own value generating processes is typically realized over the 

long term and requires interaction between various functional units of the customer’s and 

supplier’s organizations. For example, Storbacka (2011, p. 3) argues that understanding 

customers’ value creating processes and delivering what is of value to them “requires 

alignment of multiple functions of the provider”, and cannot be delegated only to sales. Pawar 

et al. (2009) point out that extending the life-cycles of suppliers’ offerings, such as 

performance based contracts, requires strong intra-firm collaboration from suppliers in all 

phases of delivery. Furthermore, Kindström et al. (2009, 2012) suggest that, by adopting a 

process perspective on their offering’s life-cycle, suppliers can better assess the value that 

their offerings deliver to customers. 
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However, in their study on solutions, Tuli et al. (2007) found that suppliers either ignore or 

pay inadequate attention to many of the processes beyond customization and integration, and 

emphasized the importance of coordinating the different functions and units responsible for 

the processes involved in the delivery of solutions. In particular, they point out that adopting 

the relational process perspective facilitates cost assessments and helps suppliers to manage 

customer engagements over time in three ways: by highlighting relevant actors and issues in 

each process, by recognizing the effect of each process on subsequent processes, and by 

considering themselves engaged in value-creating relationships with customers, rather than 

providing product bundles (Tuli et al., 2007).  

From a customer’s perspective, evaluating the value of prospective offerings is often difficult 

and time-consuming (Lindberg and Nordin, 2008). Especially in the context of complex and 

service-intensive offerings, customers usually need the supplier’s help to evaluate value 

potential prior to purchase, design and deploy optimal solutions during purchase, and verify 

realized value after use (Tuli et al., 2007; Aarikka-Stenroos and Jaakkola, 2011). In addition, 

as customers can change their value expectations during the purchasing process and usage 

(Corsaro and Snehota, 2010; Mcdonald et al., 2011), they need information and evidence as 

the value potential unfolds to avoid possible value conflicts and ensure shared understanding 

of the value expected and realized (Lefaix-Durand and Kozak, 2010; Aarikka-Stenroos and 

Jaakkola, 2011). 

Overall, while scholars have expended considerable effort on rethinking how to create and 

deliver value to customers, only little research has been conducted to examine the process 

through which customer value is assessed (Payne and Holt, 2001; Woodruff and Flint 2006, p. 

188). This is also evident in a recent review on customer value research in business markets in 

which Lindgreen et al. (2012) point out that, as understanding on customer value has evolved 

from objects of exchange towards processes of exchange, there is a need for new frameworks 

to assess customer value in business markets. A similar need is also noted in the managerial 

literature, in which several authors have pointed out that industrial firms require specific 

processes and tools to document and communicate value-in-use created for customers 

(Anderson et al., 2006; Oström et al., 2010; Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011; ISBM, 2012). 

Therefore, more understanding on customer value assessment in business markets is needed.  
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

This chapter describes the overall research design of the study. It begins by introducing the 

research approach and the philosophical assumptions involved in the study. The chapter 

continues by describing the methodological choices, including grounded theory and multiple 

case study, and the related data collection and analysis procedures employed in the study. 

Finally, the chapter concludes with an analysis of the overall quality of the research. 

3.1 Research approach 

At a broad level, academic research can be distinguished into different research approaches 

characterized by different positions concerning reality and its perception, and consequently, 

the research purpose. For example, research approaches that are considered empiristic and 

positivist perceive reality as objectively given, and are usually employed to isolate causal 

relationships between variables, quantify phenomena from numerical data, and ultimately, to 

test and verify theories (Flick, 2002). On the other hand, research approaches that are 

considered interpretivist and subjectivist perceive reality as socially constructed, and are 

usually employed to examine how and why particular social experiences (i.e., interactions; 

processes) are created and given meaning, and ultimately, to build and extend theories 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p. 10). Given that customer value assessment is an emerging 

management discipline with little prior research, this study employs the latter approach, 

which is often associated with qualitative research (cf. Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008; 

Creswell, 2013) to build theory of the process of customer value assessment in business 

markets. 

All research processes are based on a set of assumptions
31

 about reality, which is usually 

referred to as the philosophy of science (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). In brief, the philosophy 

of science
32

 describes the “use of abstract ideas and beliefs that inform our research” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 16) or the “basic set of beliefs that guide action” (Guba, 1990, p.17), and 

is often visible (explicitly or implicitly) in the ways that the social world is portrayed in the 

research. Philosophical assumptions help the researcher to shape the problem and research 

questions, and influence the choice of research methods that are employed to seek 

information (Huff, 2009). The main philosophical assumptions involved in qualitative 

research are beliefs about ontology, epistemology, axiology, and methodology (Creswell, 

2013, p. 20).  

Ontological assumptions relate to the nature of reality and the social world, whether it is 

objective and external to the individual, or subjective and the product of individual cognition 

(Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p.1; Creswell, 2013, p. 20). In this study, reality is understood as 

a socially constructed perception of the world that is shared and created in interaction, and is 

interpreted through the multiple perspectives of the individuals interviewed for the study. In 

line with this ontological perspective, the concept of customer value is also considered 

socially constructed, that is, dependent on the specific social context where it is experienced 

and perceived (cf. Vargo and Lusch, 2008; Corsaro and Snehota, 2010; Helkkula et al., 2012). 
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 Assumptions about reality can be both pre-existing and learned during the research process, and they can also change over time as the 

researcher explores other disciplines and assumptions. However, whether multiple assumptions can prevail in the same study is open to 
debate (Huff, 2009). 

32
 Philosophy of science is also sometimes referred to as the “world view” or “paradigm” adopted by the researcher (Guba, 1990, p.17).  
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Epistemological assumptions relate to the nature of knowledge: what is considered as 

knowledge, how it can be acquired, and whether it is “true” or “false” (Burrell and Morgan, 

1979, p.1; Easton, 1995, p. 420). Several alternative
33

 epistemological positions have been put 

forward in the literature, ranging from objectivist to subjectivist, positivist to constructionist, 

and realism to relativism (e.g., Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Peter and Olson, 1983; Kavanagh, 

1994; Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010). In this study, the epistemological position is closest to 

moderate constructionism
34&35

, which “rejects the positivist argument of a universal truth but 

accepts the possibility of specific local, personal, and community forms of knowledge” 

(Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010, p. 101). Therefore, knowledge is assembled through people’s 

subjective experiences, and derived from empirical interviews in which it is jointly 

constructed by the interviewer and the informant (cf. Holstein and Gubrium, 1997, p. 114), 

and from secondary data (i.e., process frameworks; training material) that represent a 

constructed version of reality in a specific context with specific objectives. 

Axiological assumptions relate to the values and goals that an individual researcher brings to a 

study. They might not be always explicitly visible, but they usually influence the choice of 

research methodology and implicitly characterize the qualitative research process (Easton, 

1995, p. 415; Creswell, 2013, p. 20). In this study, the values and goals of the researcher are 

highlighted by explicating 1) how and why specific research methods were chosen, 2) how 

the empirical data was located and collected, 3) the process through which the findings were 

interpreted, and 4) potential bias that might limit the findings. 

Methodological assumptions relate to choices of research logic, research strategy, research 

methods, and empirical data, which are influenced by the ontological, epistemological, and 

axiological assumptions. In brief, methodological choices explain how the researcher 

connects assumptions about the nature of reality, knowledge, and values to the empirical 

world by explicating the purpose of the study, researchers questions, and “what information 

most appropriately will answer specific research questions, and which strategies are most 

effective for obtaining it” (LeCompte and Preissle, 1993; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p. 25). 

Given that the aim of this study is to analyze the process of customer value assessment, and 

how it is conducted in business markets, this study employs qualitative, inductive research 

logic through grounded theory studies (see Publications I-III), and abductive research logic 

through a multiple case study (see Publication IV), which are described in detail in the next 

section. The philosophical assumptions related to this study are summarized in Table 6.  
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 While different epistemological positions have been contrasted and favored over the years, recent research has begun to argue in favor of 

epistemological, and also ontological and methodological, pluralism (Kwan and Tsang, 2001; Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010). 

34
 Moderate constructionism is often regarded as the middle-ground alternative between extreme forms of realism and relativism. For 

example, naïve realism assumes that only one objectively measurable reality exists, and hence, empirical observation can be regarded as 

“single truths”. In contrast, naïve relativism assumes that reality is purely socially constructed in specific contexts; hence, knowledge exists 

only in interpretations (Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010). 

35
 The constructivist perspective was originally termed “naturalistic inquiry”, which emphasizes examination on a phenomena in its natural 

setting, and deep interaction between a researcher and the participants to “literally” create the findings (Guba & Lincoln, 1985, 1994, p.111). 

Later, after several developments and iterations, naturalistic inquiry become known as the constructivist paradigm (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), 

of which moderate constructionism can be regarded as one form (Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010). 
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Table 6. Philosophical assumptions and their portrayal in practice (adapted from Creswell, 

2013, p. 21) 
Assumption Question Characteristics How portrayed in this study 

Ontological What is the nature 

of reality? 

Reality is multiple, 

seen through many 

perspectives. 

Researcher interprets reality through the 

multiple perspectives of individuals 

interviewed in the study. 

Researcher reports evidence of multiple 

realities by employing multiple forms of 

data from different contexts; (i.e. interviews 

with and secondary data from different 

persons, at different firms, and in different 

industries. 

Epistemo- 

logical 

What counts as 

knowledge?  

How are knowledge 

claims justified?  

What is the 

relationship 

between the 

researcher and the 

research topic? 

Subjective evidence 

from participants. 

Researcher attempts to 

lessen distance 

between himself or 

herself and the object 

of research. 

Researcher employs the actual language of 

participants as evidence by producing quotes 

from interview material. 

Researcher relies on secondary data as 

evidence in specific contexts constructed by 

the participants. 

Researcher spends time in the field by 

collaborating with three of the interviewed 

firms during a research project lasting 31 

months. 

Axiological What is the role of 

values? 

Researcher 

acknowledges values 

and potential biases. 

Researcher explicates the choices involved 

in the research process and potential bias 

that might limit the findings. 

Methodo- 

logical 

What is the process 

of research? 

What is the 

language of 

research? 

Researcher employs 

inductive logic and 

emerging design, and 

studies the topic 

within its context. 

Researcher employs inductive and abductive 

logic, generating frameworks and theories 

from the emerging findings that, based on 

experiences from the field, are continuously 

revised. 

 

3.2 Methodological choices of the research 

Given that the academic literature on customer value assessment in business markets is 

scarce, this study addresses the research question through an exploratory field study, which 

aims to extend the existing theory and close the gaps identified in the literature. Specifically, 

this study employs a qualitative research approach, applying a discovery-oriented grounded 

theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) and multiple-case research methodologies (Eisenhardt and 

Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2008). Qualitative studies are increasingly employed in marketing and 

management research to explore complex and under-researched phenomena (Edmondson and 

McManus, 2007; Creswell, 2013), and both the grounded theory and multiple-case research 

approach are suitable for building new theory from managerial insights in an area where 

research is still at an early stage (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Corbin and Strauss, 2009). 

An overview of the research methodologies and empirical data employed in the individual 

publications is shown in Table 7.  
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Table 7. Overview of the research methodologies and empirical data employed in the 

individual publications 
Publication Research objective Method Empirical data Dataset 

I To develop a tentative, process-based 

framework for customer value 

assessment. 

Grounded 

theory 

18 interviews in three 

supplier firms.  

Dataset 1 

II To refine the tentative framework by 

identifying the key phases and activities 

comprising the process of customer value 

assessment. 

Grounded 

theory 

35 interviews in ten 

supplier firms. 

III To identify alternative strategies for 

customer value assessment in business 

markets. 

Grounded 

theory 

39 interviews in ten 

supplier firms. 

IV To explore how industrial firms can 

signal their value-assessment capability 

to customers. 

Multiple 

case study 

22 interviews in four 

supplier firms. 

Dataset 2 

 

3.3 Grounded theory 

Grounded theory is a systematic inductive approach to developing theory from data that is 

collected in natural settings to help understand complex social processes (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967). Grounded theory seeks to generate novel understanding about the patterns of 

interactions among social actors, and how these interactions construct reality for the actors in 

their real-life context, and ultimately to develop theories about the interactions by 

“grounding” them on empirical observations (Corbin and Strauss, 2009). In line with the 

moderate constructivist approach, the aim of grounded theory is not to make truth statements 

about reality but, rather, to develop theories that address actor’s interpretive realities in social 

settings (Suddaby, 2006,). The major difference between grounded theory and other 

qualitative research methods is the strong focus on theory development
36

, rather than 

description of the focal phenomenon (Mello and Flint, 2009). 

Grounded theory is designed to build theory concerning a phenomenon, which is under-

researched or at a relatively early stage of development, through a research process that 

emphasizes discovery from empirical field data and avoids a priori theorization (Shah and 

Corley, 2006). In essence, grounded theory emphasizes that the researcher should approach a 

problematic situation without preconceived ideas or theoretical frameworks from prior 

literature
37

, and let the accumulated evidence guide the emergence of new theoretical insights. 

This will enable the researcher to be “theoretically sensitive so that he can conceptualize and 

formulate a theory as it emerges from the data” (Glaser and Strauss 1967, p. 45-46). The 

emergent design is one of the hallmarks of grounded theory, and it enables the researcher to 

adjust the research process based on early findings, interpret complex phenomena from the 

best viewpoint possible, and capture a holistic account of interactions and their consequences 

in a social setting (Corbin and Strauss, 2009; O´Reilly et al., 2012).  
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 A grounded “theory” is defined by Corbin and Strauss (2009, p.55) as a “set of well-developed categories (themes, concepts) that are 

systemically interrelated through statements of relationship to form a theoretical framework that explains some phenomenon”. 
37

 However, this does not mean that the researcher should enter the field without any knowledge of the prior literature. Rather, the 

researcher should be familiar with prior literature to the point where it can be employed to locate research gaps, deconstruct the focal 

concept, or give “tentative understanding of where to look” (Morse 2002, p.296, Suddaby, 2006). 
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However, while grounded theory allows a significant degree of freedom in examining the 

focal phenomena because it is not limited to a pre-determined theoretical framework or 

hypotheses, the open nature of the research process often results in large amounts of thick and 

unstructured data, which can be difficult to analyze. Hence, grounded theory involves a very 

detailed, rigorous, and systematic approach
38

 to collecting and analyzing data, and ultimately 

“discovering” the theory from the data, including constant comparison between data, 

theoretical coding, theoretical sampling, theoretical saturation, and, finally, theoretical 

sensitivity, which are all employed in a non-linear, although iterative, manner during the 

research process to build theory (O´Reilly et al., 2012). These analytical guidelines are at the 

core of grounded theory methodology
39

, and essential for abstracting information that will 

eventually lead to the development of a new theory (Corbin and Strauss, 2009).  

While grounded theory as a methodology refers to a specific form of inductive research, it is 

further subdivided into two approaches that differ in terms of the underlying characteristic of 

the research process: the Glaserian School and the Straussian School (Stern, 1994). In brief, 

the former approach emphasizes more loose and open-minded data collection and analysis, 

and “free” emergence of a theory from the data, while the latter approach emphasizes more 

structured and formal techniques that “force” the theory to emerge from the data (Suddaby, 

2006). Both approaches have their own implications for the research process, and they should 

be understood to enable selection of the optimal methodological path that will guide the 

research (Mello and Flint, 2009). This study employs the Straussian version of grounded 

theory, as depicted in Table 8, in which the researcher´s choices regarding the two approaches 

are highlighted. 

Grounded theory is increasingly applied in marketing and management research to study 

emerging or relatively new phenomena, especially when the available research is scarce or 

provides only limited understanding on an important topic (e.g., Epp and Price, 2011; Ulaga 

and Reinartz, 2011; Coviello and Joseph, 2012). Hence, grounded theory is particularly 

suitable for an emergent phenomenon, such as customer value assessment, as it emphasizes 

empirical examination of a complex and contemporary phenomenon in a real-life context 

(Corbin and Strauss, 2009). More specifically, as the extant literature lacks theoretical 

frameworks that outline how the process of customer value assessment unfolds over time, an 

explorative approach that is based on inductive theory development is appropriate.  

Furthermore, given that customer value assessment is a complex initiative, a grounded theory 

approach enables the research to uncover how participants actually experience and interpret 

the process in their own context and the setting (Gioia, 2003). Thus, similar to Tuli et al. 

(2007) and Ulaga and Reinartz (2011), this study approached the research phenomenon from 

a managerial perspective, and derived insights from practitioners into the process, key phases, 

activities, and actors involved in customer value assessment in business markets. Overall, a 

grounded theory approach is particularly suited to this study as customer value assessment 

represents a major challenge for industrial firms (Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011; ISBM, 2012)., 

but the academic literature lacks a clear and thorough examination of the process and 

activities related to it (cf. Payne and Holt, 2001; Payne and Frow, 2005).  

                                                 
38

 Often referred to as the “specific principles” or “fundamental tenets” of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2005; O´Reilly et al., 2012). 

39
 As Strauss and Corbin (1990, p. 26) argue, “The [grounded theory] procedures are designed to systematically and carefully build theory. 

Taking shortcuts in the work will result in a poorly constructed and narrowly conceived theory”. 
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Table 8. Comparisons of the two schools of Grounded Theory (Jones and Alony, 2011) 
“GLASERIAN” “STRAUSSIAN” 

Beginning with general wonderment (an empty 

mind). 

Having a general idea of where to begin. 

Emerging theory, with neutral questions.  Forcing the theory with structured questions. 

Development of a conceptual theory.  Conceptual description (description of situations). 

Theoretical sensitivity (the ability to perceive 

variables and relationships) comes from immersion 

in the data. 

Theoretical sensitivity comes from methods and tools. 

The theory is grounded in the data.  The theory is interpreted by an observer. 

The credibility of the theory, or verification, is 

derived from its grounding in the data. 

The credibility of the theory comes from the rigor of 

the method. 

A basic social process should be identified.  Basic social processes need not be identified. 

The researcher is passive, exhibiting disciplined 

restraint.  

The researcher is active. 

Data reveal the theory.  Data is structured to reveal the theory 

Coding is less rigorous, a constant comparison of 

incident to incident, with neutral questions and 

categories and properties evolving. Take care not to 

‘over-conceptualize’; identify key points. 

Coding is more rigorous and defined by technique. 

The nature of making comparisons varies with the 

coding technique. Labels are carefully crafted at the 

time. Codes are derived from ‘micro-analysis which 

consists of analysis data word-by-word’. 

Two coding phases or types, simple (fracture the 

data then conceptually group it) and substantive 

(open or selective, to produce categories and 

properties). 

 

Three types of coding, open (identifying, naming, 

categorizing and describing phenomena), axial (the 

process of relating codes to each other) and selective 

(choosing a core category and relating other categories 

to that) 

Regarded by some as the only ‘true’ grounded 

theory method (GTM). 

 

Regarded by some as a form of qualitative data 

analysis (QDA). 

* Highlighted fields represent the researcher´s choices regarding the two “schools” of grounded theory. As the 

schools are not polar opposites, but rather diverge in the extent of proposed techniques to conduct the research, 

some choices are in line with both schools of thought. For example, during the research process, emergent 

findings shaped the format of the questions from broad and neutral to focused and semi-structured. 

3.3.1  Data collection for the grounded theory studies (i.e., Dataset 1, Publications I-III) 

In line with grounded theory guidelines, this study employed theoretical sampling to select 

firms that are particularly revelatory in terms of the focal phenomenon (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Given that customer value assessment is primarily a 

supplier-driven activity (Anderson et al., 2006) and the explorative nature of this study, the 

empirical inquiry was focused on supplier firms operating in business markets. The sample 

was elaborated carefully in accordance with strict criteria, and firms were sought that 1) were 

currently implementing or had implemented a holistic process of customer value assessment, 

2) operated in a variety of business-to-business industries to ensure rich information, 3) were 

widely known to have invested in customer value assessment activities, and 4) represented 

industry leaders in their respective markets.  

 

In practice, the data collection proceeded in two subsequent phases, which were guided by the 

emerging findings (Corbin and Strauss, 2009, p. 144). Specifically, the first phase of the study 

included a pilot study comprising interviews with 18 managers in three industrial firms 
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providing complex and service-intensive offerings, or “integrated solutions” during the fall 

2011. The selection of this setting was informed by Ulaga and Reinartz, (2011), who found 

that customer value assessment is specifically challenging for industrial firms providing 

hybrid offerings (i.e., combinations of products and services). The selected three firms had 

implemented internal initiatives to develop their value assessment practices, and agreed to 

participate in a larger research project focused on co-creation and value assessment of 

complex and service-intensive offerings, conducted during 2011-2014. The preliminary 

findings from these three firms led to the development of a tentative process-based framework 

for customer value assessment (see Publication I). However, based on the initial analyses, it 

became clear that concerns expressed by 18 managers in these firms focused on systematic 

management of the customer value assessment process. 

In the second phase, the interview guide was elaborated based on the emergent findings 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967), and best practice firms in the area of customer value assessment 

were contacted. Managerial articles and reports (Anderson and Narus, 1998; Anderson et al., 

2006, 2008; ISBM, 2012) were employed to identify 21 business firms that were referred to 

as best practice firms in customer value assessment. The identified firms were then cross-

referenced against the Forbes Global 2000 list to indicate which of these firms operated 

globally and were among the top ten firms in their respective industries. This reduced the 

number of firms to nine. Subsequently, the websites and annual reports of all firms ranked in 

the top three positions in Forbes Global 2000’s B2B industry segments were examined, and 

four additional firms were identified that reported utilizing specific value assessment practices 

and were consequently included in this study. All of the 13 identified firms were then 

contacted
40

, and seven agreed to participate in this study. These firms operate in various 

industries comprising IT solutions, industrial bearings, electrical equipment, database 

management, and management consulting. One to four managers were interviewed at each 

firm between the fall 2012 and summer 2013, including a total of 21 interviews.  

Thus, the empirical data employed in Publications I, II, and III includes altogether 39 

interviews at ten different industrial firms (see Table 9), which is consistent with sample sizes 

recommended for exploratory research (McCracken 1988, p. 17). The approach to collect and 

analyze data from pilot firms and best practice firms that are different in size and industry 

supports the logic of replication (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007), and improves the 

robustness of the study. It also provides a strong foundation on which to build new theory as 

different organizational contexts enable meaningful comparisons across different industries 

and offerings, which provide a reasonable basis for generalizability (cf. Blazevik and Liebens, 

2008). The findings from these seven best practice firms were employed to refine the 

previously developed process-based framework for customer value assessment, and identify 

three alternative strategies for customer value assessment in business markets (Publications II 

& III).  

To avoid single-respondent bias, two to six managers were interviewed at each firm. 

Following key informant protocol (Kumar, Stern, and Anderson, 1993), only senior-level 

managers with good experience on the topic were invited to participate in the study. The 

majority of participants occupied senior-level positions such as Sales Director or Head of 

Business Unit, and the average industry experience of all participants was approximately 17 

years, indicating substantial management and industrial experience (cf. Payne and Frow, 

2005). An overview of the sample characteristics is shown in Appendix 1.  

                                                 
40

 During the initial contact, potential firms’ suitability to the study was confirmed by discussing whether they in fact employed different 

value assessment practices, processes, or tools in their business operations.  
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Table 9. Profiles of firms that participated in the study 
Firm Industry Turnover (€M) Employees Interviews 

Pilot firms  

Alpha Metallurgical technology 1,300 > 3,800 6 

Beta Chemical technology 2,200 > 5,000 6 

Gamma Paper and fiber technology 6,600 > 30,000 6 

Best practice firms  

Delta Industrial bearings 7,700 > 14,600 2 

Epsilon Industrial equipment (e.g., hydraulics) 12,000 > 60,000 3 

Zeta Enterprise software 14,200 > 55,700 3 

Eta Management consulting and technology 

services 

23,200 > 249,000 4 

Theta Computer hardware and enterprise 

software 

29,000 > 118,000 2 

Iota Power and automation technology 31,300 > 145,000 3 

Kappa Business and IT solutions 83,700 > 433,300 4 

 

The interviews were semi-structured (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 469), including open-ended 

questions on the firms’ current value assessment practices and, in particular, on key phases 

involved in a systematic customer value assessment. The loosely thematic approach inherent 

in semi-structured open-ended questions enabled a profound focus on the issues that emerged 

during the interviews (Creswell, 2013, p. 47). To facilitate the process, participants were 

asked to describe in their own words the central phases of customer value assessment, which 

were then probed further to identify different activities and their specific dimensions. In 

particular, participants were asked to provide examples of specific initiatives and customer 

engagements in which customer value assessment was implemented. This enabled the 

researcher to gain a deeper understanding on the differences and challenges across various 

types of offering and industries, and also to exploit the naturally occurring data (Silverman, 

2006). The interviews were concluded by providing participants with a brief summary of key 

findings across the firms. This provided an opportunity for participants to reflect on the 

researchers’ interpretations, and also ensured that any information or interpretation that might 

be relevant to understanding the customer value assessment process was elicited. The 

employed interview protocol is shown in Appendix 2. 

 

The interviews lasted between 39 and 117 minutes and were conducted face-to-face, except 

for ten interviews that were conducted by telephone. Each interview was audio-taped and 

transcribed verbatim, which resulted in 680 pages of single spaced text. In addition to primary 

interview data, participating firms granted access to internal documents relating to customer 

value assessment. The firm-specific documents were employed as a secondary data source 

and comprised process frameworks, strategic plans, documented business cases, white papers, 

project diaries, and training material. This secondary data provided deeper insight on the 

actual process, key phases, and related activities involved in customer value assessment, and 

elaborated and confirmed the interview data. In total, 445 pages of internal documentation 

were received, resulting in 1125 pages of primary and secondary material for data analysis.  
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3.3.2 Data analysis and interpretation for the grounded theory studies 

The grounded theory studies employed theoretical coding, involving open, axial, and 

selective coding, to explore the process of customer value assessment (Corbin and Strauss, 

2009). The analysis commenced already during the interviews when the researcher captured 

initial impressions of the findings in each firm in memos, from which early emergent firm-

specific patterns began to take shape (Charmaz, 2006). During the open coding stage, the aim 

was to identify key activities involved in customer value assessment; specifically, to identify 

passages from the interview transcripts that described what is done, when it is done, and by 

whom. Any activities that emerged during the analysis were transcribed and labelled with in-

vivo codes, describing concepts based on the actual language employed by participants 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2009). Given the large volume of data, QSR NVivo 9 software and MS 

Word tabling were employed to facilitate early conceptualizations of data and subsequent 

theory construction (cf. Bazeley, 2007). Consistent with Tuli et al. (2007), three key criteria 

were employed to decide whether to include a specific activity. First, is it applicable beyond a 

very specific context? Second, was it mentioned by multiple participants? Third, does it go 

beyond the obvious to provide interesting and useful conclusions?  

 

During the axial coding stage, the activities were compared according to their properties (i.e., 

what, when, and who), and the activities were categorized into higher-order concepts, or 

phases, according to their chronological order (Spiggle, 1994). This is similar to “temporal 

bracketing” (Langley, 1999), whereby the data is organized into discrete blocks in a timeline 

which describes the order of events that occur during the focal phenomenon. This enabled the 

identification and comparison of activity sequences over time, and the merging of activities 

into specific phases. As patterns emerged, they were carefully analyzed, and constantly 

compared and contrasted between firms, and also against the literature (Corbin and Strauss, 

2009). As the analysis progressed, the data was constantly revisited to refine the 

interpretations of the emerging findings. Finally, for selective coding, the phases and activities 

that emerged from the data were integrated into an overall framework.  

3.4 Multiple case study 

Case study is a qualitative research approach that is focused on exploring a contemporary 

phenomenon in a bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) (Creswell, 

2013, p. 97). Case studies seek to develop theory by generating an in-depth understanding of 

a complex phenomenon in a real-life context, which is otherwise difficult to separate from its 

natural setting (Easton, 1995, p. 475; Halinen and Törnroos, 2005). Case studies are usually 

recommended for situations where only a little prior knowledge about the phenomenon is 

available as they have the potential to provide “thick descriptions” (Geertz, 1973), and 

holistic understanding about the contextual factors and characteristics influencing a 

phenomenon in a specific context (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2008).  

 

In line with the moderate constructivist approach, the aim of case study “is not to reveal 

universal truths but to generate local and historically context-specific understanding” 

(Järvensivu and Törnroos, 2010, p. 104). In practice, case studies are usually employed to 

examine complex decision-making processes and interactions in relationships and social 

networks as they require deep analysis of the empirical data from a specific setting in a real-

life context (Borghini et al., 2010). Given their potential to uncover deep and rich insights 

from social interactions, case studies are typically considered the “methodology of choice” for 

industrial marketing research (Dubois and Araujo, 2004, p. 207; Easton, 2010). 
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The selection of the case companies (and the focal unit of analysis) is a critical aspect of case 

study methodology, and it is often regarded as a choice between a single
41

 and multiple case 

study (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2008). Single case studies enable the researcher to “get as close 

as possible to the world of managers” (Dalton, 1959, p. 1-2), gain a deep understanding of a 

particular social setting (Dyer and Wilkins, 1991), and develop theory that is born from the 

deep social dynamics and intricacies of a specific context (Van Maanen, 1979), On the other 

hand, multiple case studies offer comparative insights from cross-case analysis, enable 

“replication and extension among individual cases”, and thus support analytical 

generalization
42

 and theory development (Eisenhardt, 1991; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007).  

 

The actual selection of cases is usually based on theoretical sampling, whereby single case 

settings seek particularly revelatory cases, extreme exemplars, or opportunities for unusual 

research access, while multiple case settings seek comparable or contrasting cases, 

replication, extension of theory, and ultimately, broader exploration of research questions and 

the focal phenomenon (Pettigrew, 1990; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2008). 

Although multiple case studies are often considered stronger for theory building than single 

case studies (e.g., Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007), both case designs are almost equally 

employed in practice (Piekkari et al., 2010).  

 

This study, and more specifically, Publication IV, employs an explorative multiple-case 

research methodology. Given that the aim of Publication IV is to explore how firms providing 

customer solutions position their brands around their key capabilities
43

, (of which one, 

according the findings, is value assessment capability), and that the extant understanding of 

solution branding is limited (cf. Keller and Lehman, 2006; Tuli et al., 2007), a multiple case 

study will provide empirically rich data of the potential brand positioning strategies adopted 

by solution suppliers. 

 

3.4.1 Data collection and analysis for the multiple case study (i.e., Dataset 2, Publication 

IV) 

In the multiple case study employed in Publication IV, the cases were selected according to 

principles of theoretical sampling with the purpose of selecting companies from different 

industry contexts that regard themselves as solution providers. In particular, cases that would 

be illustrative of distinctive capabilities required in providing customer solutions were 

selected. Furthermore, to explore the variation between required capabilities beyond the 

industry context, companies at different stages in their transition towards solution business 

were selected. The selected four case companies are described in Table 10. 

 

                                                 
41

 However, single case studies can also contain several mini cases within the main case (Eisenhardt, 1989), or more than one sub-unit of 

analysis (Yin, 2008). This kind of research design is often referred to as an embedded case study (see e.g., Ritvala and Salmi, 2011).  

 
42

 “Methodologists differentiate between statistical generalization and analytical generalization. Analytical generalization is a process 

separate from statistical generalization in that it refers to the generalization from empirical observations to theory, rather than a population” 

(e.g., Yin, 1994, 1999, cited in Gibbert et al., 2008).  

 
43

 The specific aim of Publication IV at the time of the research was to examine the potential brand positioning strategies for firms 

providing customer solutions in B2B markets. However, in the larger context of this dissertation study and its objectives, Publication IV 

illustrates a way by which firms can signal their value assessment capability.  
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Table 10. Overview of the case companies 
Case details Company Alpha Company Beta Company Gamma Company Delta 

Industry IT solutions Network solutions Power & 

Automation 

Metals & 

Engineering 

Business Units Global technology 

services;  

business services; 

software; systems & 

technology; and 

global financing. 

Business solutions; 

network systems; 

and global services. 

Power products; 

power systems; 

discrete automation 

& motion; low 

voltage products; 

process automation; 

and corporate. 

Metals; and 

construction and 

engineering. 

Sales (€1,000) > 95,000,000 > 40,000,000 > 31,000,000 > 1,900,000 

Employees > 200,000 > 60,000 > 116,000 > 12,000 

Primary 

customers 

e.g., Aerospace and 

defense; banking; 

construction; forest 

and paper; 

government; 

healthcare, 

insurance; and 

retail. 

Telecommunication 

operators. 

Process industries. Construction and 

engineering.  

Main branding 

strategy 

Corporate brand Corporate brand Corporate brand Corporate brand 

Phase in the 

transition to 

solution business 

Advanced Middle Middle Beginning 

 

 

Data collection for the multiple case study (Dataset 2) followed an abductive process through 

an interplay between theory and data, which supports theory development by integrating and 

extending existing theories according to emerging findings from a real-life setting (Dubois 

and Gadde, 2002). In practice, the branding of customer solutions was identified as an 

emergent research theme (Tuli et al., 2007), and special characteristics of B2B branding that 

would be particularly relevant in the context of customer solutions were initially sought 

(Davies et al., 2007; Cova and Salle, 2008). However, as the research progressed, it became 

evident from all the conducted interviews that, rather than emphasizing either corporate or 

product brands, the interviewed companies tended to adopt brand positioning strategies that 

reflected their capabilities, (such as value assessment capability). Due to the insights gained 

from the interviews, the research focus was adjusted to address the possible brand positioning 

strategies adopted by solution suppliers that are built around different capabilities.  

The primary data for the multiple case study includes 20 personal interviews conducted with 

22 managers involved in solution business and brand management in the four case companies. 

This is consistent with sample sizes recommended for exploratory research (McCracken, 

1988, p. 17). The informants for the interviews were selected by internal experts within the 

case companies, with the aim of choosing experienced senior managers involved in units 

responsible for the case companies’ solution business. The majority of informants occupied 

positions such as Vice President, business executive, or Head of Department; an overview of 

the sample characteristics is shown in Appendix 3.  
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In addition, internal documents, annual reports and company websites were employed as a 

secondary data source. The interviews were semi-structured (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 469), 

including open-ended questions that followed a thematic framework. In particular, this 

approach enabled profound focus on issues that emerged during the interviews. The interview 

themes covered the key capabilities of a solution provider and various aspects of solution 

branding, including brand building and positioning, brand values, and the benefits of a strong 

solution brand.  

 

The interviews lasted between 47 and 88 minutes, and were conducted face-to-face, except 

for three interviews with respondents from Beta and two interviews with respondents from 

Gamma, which were conducted by telephone due to geographic distance. All interviews were 

recorded and subsequently transcribed, which provided 210 pages of transcribed material in 

total. Nvivo software was employed to code the interview data and aid in the analysis process. 

First, open coding was employed to categorize the data according to the interview themes, 

identifying preliminary key capabilities and related branding practices. This was followed by 

axial coding to identify relevant subcategories and their properties, dimensions, and relative 

relationships. Iterating back and forth between the data, the literature, and preliminary 

findings, the categorization was further developed, which led to the emergence of the 

potential brand positioning strategies.  

3.5 Quality of the research 

The quality of academic research can be evaluated with various criteria, of which most known 

are reliability, validity, and generalizability (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002, p. 545; 

Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). However, this type of criteria is better fit for research that 

follows a more quantitative, positivist, and realist approach that emphasizes “objectivity”, 

“accurateness”, and “generalizability through replication” (Yin, 2008). In contrast, the quality 

of qualitative research in general, and constructivist research in particular, is better addressed 

with what Lincoln and Guba (1985) term “trustworthiness” of the research, including criteria 

for credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability, which broadly convey the 

“goodness” of research). This criterion is also very suitable for industrial marketing research 

in general, and is often complemented with “applicability” as an additional criterion, 

specifically in the context of grounded theory methodology (Wagner et al., 2010b).  

Credibility refers to the extent to which the interpretations of empirical data (i.e., findings) 

reflect the reality as perceived by the informants (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 237; Gioia, 

2003). In other words, whether the findings make sense and are understandable, relevant, and 

useful to the participants in their real-life settings. 

Transferability, in a strict sense, refers to the extent to which the findings from a specific 

sample or a study can be transferred, or generalized
44

, to other contexts, to a broader 

population, or to more general theoretical propositions (Bonoma, 1985; Yin, 2008). However, 

as qualitative research is often based on theoretical or convenience sampling, instead of 

random sampling, making strict or objective generalizations from qualitative data is usually 

highly difficult, if not impossible (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 316; Halinen and Törnroos, 

2005). Therefore, in the context of qualitative research, transferability or generalizability is 

often considered in a broader sense, as in whether the findings are relevant and useful for 

potential users in other contexts (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 242; Wagner et al., 2010b). 

                                                 
44

 For example, Firestone (1993) suggests three levels of generalization: from sample to population, analytic, and case-to-case transfer. 
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Dependability refers to the extent to which the study and its findings can be replicated
45

 (Yin, 

2009). In general, dependability in an objective sense is challenging in the context of 

qualitative research, and in particular within grounded theory, as the research process and 

emerging findings are often influenced by cognitive and emotive characteristics (e.g., 

knowledge and mindset) of the researcher (Corbin and Strauss, 2009; Wagner et al., 2010b). 

However, the formal and structured guidelines for conducting the research process inherent in 

the Straussian approach of grounded theory enhance the dependability of the emerging results 

(Corbin and Strauss, 2009).  

Confirmability refers to the extent to which the interpretations stem from empirical 

observations and the data, as opposed to the researcher´s own imagination, and can be 

confirmed by others (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008; Wagner et al., 2010b). Constant 

comparison, joint analyses, within and cross-case analyses, triangulation, member checks, and 

permanent revision of emergent findings provide a high degree of rigor for interpretation, and 

increase the confirmability of the findings from grounded theory studies (e.g., Martin & 

Turner, 1986, p. 143; Corbin and Strauss, 2009). 

Applicability refers to the extent to which the findings of the research are useful in practice
46

 

(Corbin and Strauss, 2009). In general, given that the grounded theory research process 

involves an interrelated and iterative data collection and analysis phase, which guides the 

subsequent research process, emergent findings are usually focused on those areas of 

everyday life that the participants consider most troublesome in practice (Mello and Flint, 

2009). In addition, as grounded theory seeks to discover how actors interpret reality, the 

emerging findings often depict the mental models that subjects employ (explicitly or 

implicitly) to guide their actions (cf. Woodside and Wilson, 2003, p. 494; Suddaby, 2006). 

The criteria employed to assess the trustworthiness of the research are elaborated in Table 11.  
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 For a discussion of reliability tests, see Mentzer and Flint (1997). 

46
 In their analysis of the suitability of grounded theory methodology for industrial marketing research, Wagner et al. (2010) refer to 

applicability as the extent to which the chosen research method fits the research questions and the research context. However, in the texts 

from the developers of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Corbin and Strauss, 2009), applicability refers to the extent to which the 

findings of the research are useful, or provide new and important insights for practitioners. 
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Table 11. Trustworthiness of the research process (adapted from Storbacka, 2011) 
Criteria Method of addressing trustworthiness 

Credibility 

(Internal validity, 

authenticity) 

The extent to which the 

interpretations of 

empirical data reflect the 

reality as perceived by the 

informants. 

• Prolonged engagement: The researcher was engaged in a research project 

lasting 31 months that focused on customer value assessment with the three pilot 

firms included in the study, involving continuous interaction and several meetings 

with senior managers of the pilot firms. 

• Persistent observation: Interviews were conducted with 62 managers in total 

over a time-span of 4.5 years; that is, the duration of this study.  

• Peer debriefing: Joint analyses with the second author and larger research 

group, expert-led workshop focusing on designing the study and interpreting the 

early findings, eight presentations on emergent findings to academic conferences 

for feedback from other researchers, four publications have gone through a 

double-blind review process for academic journals, and received feedback and 

comments from reviewers and editors over the review process. 

• Triangulation: The study employs interview data from different persons, from 

different firms, and from different industries, and multiple forms of secondary 

data, including process frameworks, strategic plans, documented business cases, 

white papers, project diaries, and training material. 

• Member checking: Manuscripts of all publications sent to all participants for 

verification. Interviewed managers gave written feedback on the results of each 

individual publication. Emergent findings presented to managers at several 

project steering group meetings. 

Result: Emerging findings were constantly revised based on empirical 

observations and comments from the participants over the research process. 

Transferability 

(External validity, 

fittingness) 

The extent to which the 

findings can be applied to 

other contexts. 

• Ten globally operating firms from ten different industries, which provide a wide 

range of offerings from products with life-cycle services to highly customized 

and service-intensive customer solutions, participated in the research process. 

• Use of theoretical sampling. 

Result: Given the extensive data from ten globally operating firms that serve 

customers in a wide range of industries, it can be assumed that the findings are 

highly transferable/generalizable across several industries in business markets.  

Dependability 

(Reliability, auditability) 

The extent to which the 

study and its findings can 

be replicated. 

• Research design and implementation process is clearly outlined. 

• Sampling protocol is explained in detail. 

• Formalized steps of collecting, organizing, coding, and interpreting empirical 

data are applied. 

Result: The overall research process is clearly explicated, and the path from 

empirical data to interpretations is described in detail (i.e., how, why, and when). 

Confirmability 

(Objectivity) 

The extent to which 

interpretations stem from 

empirical observations and 

the data, and can be 

confirmed by others. 

• Use of triangulation. 

• Use of direct interview quotations to demonstrate interpretations. 

• Within and cross-case analyses of emergent findings. 

• Member checks through written feedback from interviewed managers and 

verbal feedback from project steering group meetings.  

• Result: interpretations were altered, expanded, and refined. 

Applicability 

(Utilization, action 

orientation)  

The extent to which the 

findings are relevant for 

and can be employed to 

benefit the participants. 

• Emergent research findings were discussed in several project steering group 

meetings with practical recommendations. 

• Manuscripts with emergent findings were sent to all the participants, and results 

were found useful. 

• Companies in the pilot set have reported adopting some of the best practices 

identified during the study. 

Result: participants benefited from the findings and conclusions of the research. 
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4 PUBLICATIONS AND REVIEW OF THE RESULTS 

This chapter introduces the main objectives, findings, and contributions from the individual 

publications that comprise the second part of this study. Publications I and II explore the 

characteristics of, and the phases and activities involved in the actual process of customer 

value assessment in business markets. Publication III explores the potential customer value 

assessment strategies in business markets and their special characteristics. Finally, publication 

IV explores how industrial firms providing customer solutions can signal their value-

assessment capability through employing different brand positioning strategies. Figure 4 

illustrates the main points from the empirically grounded process-based framework for 

customer value assessment in business that was developed as result of this study, and also the 

positioning of the four individual publications along the framework. 

4.1 Publication I - Towards a framework of customer value assessment in B2B 

markets: An exploratory study
47

 

Main objective 

The main objective of Publication I is to explore customer value assessment in business 

markets, particularly in the context of integrated solutions.  

Methodology and empirical data 

An explorative, qualitative, grounded theory study involving interviews with 18 managers in 

three firms providing integrated solutions in B2B markets. 

Main findings 

The findings from the exploratory study suggest that value potential identification, baseline 

assessment, performance evaluation, long-term value realization, and systematic data 

management are the key processes involved in customer value assessment in B2B markets. 

These processes occur both prior to and after delivery of an offering, which indicates that 

customer value assessment should be regarded as an ongoing process, rather than an 

assessment made only at the point of delivery. The findings emphasize that, instead of being a 

one-off event, customer value assessment is an ongoing process that begins before and 

continues long after delivery, often until the end of a solution offering’s life-cycle. 

Contribution 

Although previous research has demonstrated the high value involved in solution offerings, 

studies addressing how value solution offerings delivered to customers can be assessed 

remain scarce. Based on the findings, the exploratory study develops a tentative empirically 

grounded framework for customer value assessment in B2B markets, particularly in the 

context of service-intensive solution offerings. The proposed framework offers a holistic 

perspective, which takes into account how complex solution offerings improve customers’ 

business processes over time. In addition, by highlighting the different processes and 

activities, the framework emphasizes the long-lasting nature of customer value assessment, 

and sheds light on the responsibilities and resources needed during value assessment on 

solution offerings. 

                                                 
47 Keränen, J. and Jalkala, A. (2013), “Towards a framework of customer value assessment in B2B markets: An exploratory study”, 

Industrial Marketing Management, 42(8), pp. 1307–1317 
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4.2 Publication II - The process of customer value assessment in B2B markets: 

Insights from best practices
48

Main objective 

The main objective of Publication II is to identify the key phases and activities of customer 

value assessment in business markets, and develop a process-based framework for systematic 

customer value assessment.  

Methodology and empirical data 

A qualitative field study employing a discovery-oriented grounded theory approach, involving 
interviews with 39 managers in ten firms operating in ten different industries in business 
markets.

Main findings 

The findings propose that customer value assessment is a cross-functional process that

comprises four phases: 1) value potential identification, 2) baseline assessment, 3) long-term 

value realization, and 4) systematic data management. These phases involve several

organizational functions, and are intertwined with pre- and post-delivery activities in the 

customer–supplier relational process. Specifically, the findings challenge the conventional

notion that customer value assessment is primarily the sales unit’s responsibility, and suggest

that customer value assessment is a cross-functional process involving sales, marketing, and

product and service development and delivery. As several organizational functions play a role 

in customer value assessment, companies need to designate clear ownership of tasks related to

the process. Due to its cross-functional nature, customer value assessment should be regarded 

as a strategic initiative governed by top management and, to properly succeed, made 

transparent to all involved units. 

Contribution 

Although the extant literature emphasizes that customer value is experienced and perceived

through long-term collaboration in business relationships, where services and personal

interaction play a key role, empirical research exploring how this value is assessed in business 

markets remains scarce. The identified phases for customer value assessment shed light on 

how suppliers (and customers) interpret and “freeze” the subjective perceptions of value that

are offered, (co-)created, and realized through interactions in relationships over time. The 

findings emphasize the longitudinal and long-lasting nature of the customer value assessment

process, and emphasize that suppliers need to assess how they improve their customers’ own

value creation processes over time, instead of assessing value embodied in individual 

products or services delivered to their customers. Overall, the findings contribute to the 

literature on customer value by deepening the understanding on the process of customer value

assessment, and provide insights on how firms in business markets can adopt a holistic 

approach to assess value created for customers. 

48 Keränen, J. and Jalkala, A. (2013), “The process of customer value assessment in B2B markets: Insights from best practices”, proceedings 

of the IMP 2013, 29th Industrial Marketing and Purchasing Conference, August, Atlanta, USA 
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4.3 Publication III - Three strategies for customer value assessment in business 

markets
49

  

Main objective 

The main objective of Publication III is to examine potential customer value assessment 

strategies in business markets and their special characteristics. 

Methodology and empirical data 

A qualitative and inductive field study employing a discovery-oriented grounded theory 

approach, involving interviews with 35 managers in ten firms operating in ten different 

industries in business markets.  

Main findings 

The findings suggest that firms in business markets adopt three different kinds of customer 

value assessment strategies: 1) emergent value sales strategy; 2) life-cycle value management 

strategy; and 3) dedicated value specialist strategy. These strategies highlight different ways 

of managing and coordinating organizational units in different phases of the customer value 

assessment process. More specifically, the findings suggest that firms with limited resources, 

which lack dedicated professionals and/or advanced practices, tend to adopt an emergent 

value sales strategy, which involves sporadic efforts to evaluate and document customer 

value, primarily for sales and marketing purposes. In contrast, firms which have dedicated 

professionals and/or advanced practices tend to adopt either life-cycle value management or 

dedicated value specialist strategies, which require permanent units focused on the whole life-

cycle of the delivery.  

Contribution 

Although creating and delivering customer value is a key issue in management theory and 

practice, prior research provides little understanding on alternative customer value assessment 

strategies in business markets. The findings contribute to the literature on customer value by 

delineating three strategies and their specific characteristics for customer value assessment in 

business markets. From a practical perspective, the findings shed light on the organizational 

units and resources that are central to customer value assessment, and how to manage and 

coordinate them during the customer value assessment process. Managers need to select an 

appropriate strategy for customer value assessment depending on market and offering 

characteristics, and assign clear responsibilities for different phases of the customer value 

assessment process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
49 Keränen, J. and Jalkala, A. (2014), “Three Strategies for Customer Value Assessment in Business Markets”, Management Decision, 52(1), 

pp. 79-100. 
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4.4 Publication IV - Brand positioning strategies in firms delivering customer 

solutions
50

  

Main objective 

The main objective of Publication IV is to examine the possible brand positioning strategies 

for industrial firms providing customer solutions. 

Methodology and empirical data 

A multiple case study employing abductive research logic, involving interviews with 22 

managers from four industrial firms providing customer solutions. 

Main findings 

The findings identify four possible brand positioning strategies for industrial firms providing 

customer solutions: 1) Customer Value Diagnostic, 2) Global Solution Integrator, 3) High 

Quality Sub-systems Provider, and 4) Long-term Service Partner. The findings provide 

insights on how firms can build a brand positioning strategy for an offering that integrates 

goods and services. The identified strategies highlight the tendency of solution suppliers to 

position their brands around different capabilities that are needed at different phases of the 

solution delivery process.  

Contribution 

Despite increasing interest on customer solutions and brand management in the B2B context, 

prior research provides little understanding on brand positioning strategies adopted by 

solution providers. In contrast to existing typologies on brand positioning strategies in 

business markets that are predominantly built around product features, the findings suggest 

that industrial firms which operate in solution-oriented business markets tend to adopt brand 

positioning strategies that are built around key capabilities. Of the identified strategies, the 

Customer Value Diagnostic strategy is particularly relevant to this study. It emphasizes the 

supplier’s capability to identify customers’ latent needs, understand industry development 

trends, and deliver demonstrable value. Deep understanding on customers’ operations, strong 

industry expertise, and consultative capabilities in developing customers’ business processes 

are the key points of difference. As this strategy emphasizes the ‘demonstrable value’ of the 

suppliers’ offerings, the supplier’s ability to assess and measure the delivered customer value 

is of key importance. From a practical perspective, managers need to identify the capabilities 

that are central to delivering customer value, and acquire and/or develop capability 

configurations that differentiate their brand positioning from competitors. 

4.5 Summary of the publications 

Overall, the results from this study shed light on the process and potential strategies of 

customer value assessment that can be adopted by firms in business markets. The four 

individual publications included in this study address the phenomenon of customer value 

assessment from different perspectives and, as such, form the empirical foundation for this 

study. Table 12 provides an overview of the key contents of the individual publications, 

which is employed as the basis for the conclusions that are made in the following, final 

chapter of this study. 

                                                 
50 Jalkala, A. and Keränen, J. (2014), “Brand Positioning Strategies for Industrial Firms Providing Customer Solutions”, Journal of Business 

& Industrial Marketing, 29(3), pp. 253-264. 
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5 CONCLUSIONS 

Customer value is increasingly recognized as one of the key concepts in marketing, but only 

little research has been conducted to examine how suppliers can evaluate and assess value 

realized by customers. The purpose of this study was to explore the process of customer value 

assessment business markets and different strategies that firms adopt for conducting the 

process. The purpose was addressed through the following research questions: 

1) Through what kind of process do firms in business markets conduct customer 

value assessment? 

2) What are the key phases and activities in the process of customer value 

assessment? 

3) What kind of customer value assessment strategies firms adopt in business 

markets? 

4) How industrial firms can signal their value-assessment capability to customers? 

The research questions were answered through qualitative methods in the four individual 

publications that form the second part of this thesis. The main findings and conclusions of the 

individual publications are summarized in Table 11.  

Overall, this study examined the phenomenon of customer value assessment, which is highly 

relevant to both academic scholars and firms operating in business markets, but only 

marginally addressed in prior research. The first chapter of this thesis introduced the specific 

research gaps, research questions, and theoretical and contextual background of the study. 

The second chapter discussed how customer value and customer value assessment have been 

addressed in different streams of the extant research. The third chapter described the overall 

research design of the study. The fourth chapter summarized the key findings and 

contributions from the individual publications.  

Finally, the fifth chapter discusses the contributions of the study. Overall, based on the results 

of the individual publications and the understanding gained during the research process, this 

thesis suggests that customer value assessment is a longitudinal and cross-functional process 

that involves several organizational functions, and is intertwined with pre- and post-delivery 

activities in the customer–supplier relational process. Theoretical implications include 

delineating the specific contributions to different streams of the literature, and managerial 

implications include recommendations for managers and practitioners. The chapter ends with 

suggestions for possible avenues for further research 

5.1 Theoretical implications 

The purpose of this exploratory study was to contribute to theory development by exploring 

the process of customer value assessment in business markets. Although the findings are 

exploratory, they provide important contributions to customer value research, emergent 

theory of customer value assessment, the sales and organizational management literature, and 

the service marketing and solution business literature. These contributions are discussed in 

detail in the next sections. 
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5.1.1 Contributions to customer value research and the emerging theory of customer 

value assessment  

This study contributes to customer value research by developing an empirically grounded 

process-based conceptual framework for customer value assessment in business markets (see 

Publications I & II). Although the extant literature emphasizes that customer value is 

experienced and perceived through long-term collaboration in business relationships, where 

services and personal interaction play a key role (Menon et al., 2005; Ulaga and Eggert, 

2006a), empirical research exploring how this value is assessed in business markets remains 

scarce (cf. Macdonald et al., 2011). Prior research has suggested specific tools and practices 

for customer value assessment, but they tend to emphasize value derived from individual 

products and, thus, fail to generate a holistic understanding on the value-in-use that customers 

realize from a supplier’s offerings in the long-term (e.g., Anderson et al., 1993, 2006; 

Anderson and Wynstra, 2010). In contrast, the proposed framework illustrates the 

longitudinal and long-lasting nature of the customer value assessment process, and 

emphasizes that suppliers need to assess how they improve their customers’ own value 

creation processes over time, instead of assessing value embodied in individual products or 

services delivered to their customers. This has several implications for the emerging theory of 

customer value assessment.  

First, while prior research has emphasized the critical importance of customer value 

assessment in business markets (e.g., Anderson and Wynstra, 2010; ISBM, 2012; Lindgreen 

et al., 2012), only little research has been conducted to examine the actual process through 

which customer value is assessed (Woodruff and Flint 2006, p. 188). Through examples from 

best practice firms, this study illustrates how the process can unfold over time in practice. 

Specifically, the findings suggest that the ideal best practice process of customer value 

assessment involves four distinct phases: 1) value potential identification, 2) baseline 

assessment, 3) long-term value realization, and 4) systematic data management (see 

Publication II). These phases are intertwined with pre- and post-delivery activities in the 

customer–supplier relational process, and involve several organizational functions. 

Furthermore, the findings identify and describe three alternative strategies and their special 

characteristics for conducting the process of customer value assessment (see Publication III). 

Given that more understanding on how firms can adopt the customer value assessment 

process, and more specifically, on how to translate different value assessment strategies into 

specific action plans that facilitate the implementation of the process is needed (cf. Ulaga, 

2001; Beverland, 2012), the identified strategies can be considered as tentative 

implementation pathways that illustrate different ways how the ideal best practice process 

might be implemented in practice. 

Second, while a growing body of research has focused on examining how the value of a 

relationship in business markets can be assessed, most of the extant models are focused on 

“factors that account for the economic value of business relationships” (Corsaro and Snehota, 

2010, p. 986). Yet, although a considerable proportion of value derived by customers from 

their relationships with suppliers might be intangible (Prior, 2013), assessment of the 

emotional and intrinsic components of customer value in business relationships is relatively 

little understood (Wilson and Jantrania, 1995; Corsaro et al., 2013). The identified phases for 

customer value assessment shed light on how suppliers (and customers) interpret and “freeze” 

the subjective perceptions of value that are offered, (co-)created, and realized through 

interactions in relationships over time.  
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For example, the best practice firms in this study employed systematic analyses to determine 

what kind of relational, and often intangible, benefits and costs (i.e., sacrifices; pains) 

individual decision influencers in a customer’s organization perceived in the value potential 

identification phase. Prior research asserts that perceptions of value potential in business 

relationships are usually restricted to economic value and the physical content of the offering 

(Corsaro and Snehota, 2010; Corsaro et al., 2013), and that a failure to account for customers’ 

relational value perceptions often leads to under-realized value potential (Epp and Price, 

2011; Jaakkola and Hakanen, 2013).  

Although the proposed framework is primarily focused on organizational value received by 

customers, the findings demonstrate how suppliers can expand their value potential by 

addressing customers’ value perceptions at the individual level. For example, Palmatier 

(2008) found that the value generated from inter-firm relationships is derived from the 

quality, number, and authority of customer ties in the relationship, which implies that the 

social and cognitive processes of individuals who interact with the supplier shape value 

perceptions. Furthermore, as customers might change their cognitive criteria of perceived 

value from the pre- to post-delivery phases (Parasuraman, 1997; Flint et al., 2002), the 

process approach helps suppliers to assess what kind of meanings various individuals attach 

to suppliers’ value propositions before, during, and after the value delivery process. In this 

sense, the findings emphasize that the potential value customers might experience and realize 

should be evaluated and assessed at two primary levels: the organizational level and the 

individual actor-specific level. This is consistent with earlier research which has observed that 

“value-in-use assessment at both levels [i.e., organizational and individual] is important to the 

customer organisation’s aggregate view of value” (Macdonald et al., 2011, p. 9). 

Third, from a broader perspective, most of the extant value theories in economics, marketing, 

and management assume (explicitly or implicitly) that customers are able to, and will benefit 

from the value-added offered by suppliers. However, this view underemphasizes, or even 

neglects, one key point: whether customers actually realize the value potential that was 

promised to them? In reality, this seems not to be the case as empirical studies indicate that 

the more complex the offering, the more likely it is that the actual value realized by customers 

falls short of promised potential (Tuli et al., 2007; Epp and Price, 2011). The findings from 

this study emphasize that mere exchange is not enough to make sure that value created by the 

supplier is realized by the customer; the supplier must manage the customer engagement in a 

way that ensures the identified value potential is actually realized in the long-term. Given that 

successful and long-term business relationships are based on their capacity to generate 

demonstrable value to the participants (Cannon and Homburg, 2001), and that customers’ 

evaluation of both the realized value potential and the extent of the supplier’s own evaluation 

activities influence future buying decisions (Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2012), customer value 

assessment should be an integral part of the supplier’s marketing process.  

Specifically, customer value assessment can influence a customer’s perceptions of the 

experienced and realized value potential in two major ways, depending on the purchase 

situation and/or the state of the customer relationship. For new customers, value assessment 

can make the realized value potential more visible, thus legitimizing customers’ investments, 

and providing concrete evidence to the buyer that the expected value potential has been 

realized. For existing customers, or relationships with ongoing exchanges, value assessment 

can make realized value potential more visible and also increase the realized value potential 

over time by optimizing the customers’ processes that lead to value generation. For example, 

the firms in this study that adopted the life-cycle value management strategy employed total 

cost of ownership and life-cycle cost analyses to determine the realized value potential over 
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time, and leveraged this knowledge to optimize the customers’ equipment usage and process 

efficiency in a way that resulted in costs reductions and increased performance in the long-

term. 

As the only concrete evidence on a supplier’s ability to deliver customer value resides in its 

portfolio of prior and existing customers, suppliers need to treat customer deliveries as an 

opportunity to create evidence on their value delivery ability. However, as the “value for a 

business customer does not emerge from one resource – the core product – only, but from the 

whole spectrum of supplier customer interactions that support a successful use of this core 

resource” (Grönroos, 2011, p. 240), suppliers need to recognize the interactions that are most 

valuable to the customer. In this sense, customer value assessment is in line with the relational 

value perspective, which emphasizes that firms must take into account all interactions that 

facilitate value creation in business relationships, instead of focusing only on the (augmented) 

offering that is delivered to the customer (Ravald and Grönroos, 1996; Lindgreen and 

Wynstra, 2005; Grönroos, 2011).  

Finally, the emerging value-based theory of marketing emphasizes that sustainable 

competitive advantage is contingent on a firm’s capability to deliver superior customer value 

(Slater, 1997; Woodruff, 1997). Based on this assumption, value creation and value 

appropriation are considered the raison d’être of collaborative customer-supplier relationships 

(Anderson, 1995; Wagner et al., 2010a), and understanding, creating, and delivering value to 

customers and other stakeholders is regarded as the key to success in the marketplace (Ulaga 

and Eggert, 2006; Anderson et al., 2009). Specifically, value-based marketing is focused on 

communicating the “value-added” or “points of difference” that the supplier’s offering will 

deliver (Anderson et al., 2006), and recent studies have investigated the sale´s role in creating 

and communicating superior value to customers (Haas et al., 2012; Terho et al., 2012). The 

value-based theory of marketing has received increased research attention, and several 

scholars have emphasized the importance of developing holistic frameworks for customer 

value assessment to take this theory further (Anderson, 1995; Payne and Holt, 2001; 

Anderson and Wynstra, 2010; Lindgreen et al., 2012). From this perspective, this study adds 

important building blocks to the emerging value-based theory of marketing by proposing a 

process-based framework for customer value assessment in business markets, by 

demonstrating the strategic and company-wide nature behind this process, and by enhancing 

understanding on how value created in relationships can be assessed (cf. Slater, 1997; 

Woodruff, 1997). 

5.1.2 Contributions to the sales and organizational management literature 

As firms in business markets are increasingly moving towards a service-dominant logic of 

value co-creation and long-term business relationships, the extant literature in the sales and 

organizational management domain has called for more research on how to set up and 

coordinate organizational units to facilitate creating and realizing value in customer 

relationships over time (e.g., Plouffe et al., 2008; Sheth and Sharma, 2008; Haas et al., 2012; 

Ulaga and Loveland, 2014). On the one hand, salespeople are assumed to act as relationship 

managers, who are independently responsible for value creation during the whole relationship 

with a customer (Geiger and Finch, 2009; Davies et al., 2010). On the other hand, salespeople 

are regarded as boundary spanners, who work together with other units, and are an “integrated 

cross-functional part of long-term customer management” that ensures value creation for the 

customer (Steward et al., 2010; Storbacka et al., 2011, p. 35).  
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However, as modern business markets have grown more complex, several researchers have 

contended that more research is needed to examine how firms can coordinate the different 

functional units to ensure delivered value is actually realized by customers (Tuli et al., 2007; 

Sheth and Sharma, 2008; Storbacka, 2011). Against this backdrop, the findings from this 

study portray three alternative strategies which highlight three different approaches for 

managing and coordinating organizational units at the different phases of the customer value 

assessment process (Publication III). Overall, the proposed strategies contribute to the sales 

and organizational management literature by illustrating different ways how firms in business 

markets can manage customer engagements over time, and ensure that identified value 

potential is actually realized by customers in the long term (e.g., Sheth and Sharma, 2008; 

Haas et al., 2012; Ulaga and Loveland, 2014). 

More specifically, from a value-based selling perspective (e.g., Anderson et al., 2007; Terho 

et al., 2012), the findings illustrate how sales can leverage and coordinate other organizational 

units that are involved in value delivery (Publications II & III). Prior research emphasizes that 

value sellers need skills to consult and collaborate with other internal functions, and that this 

is especially important in the context of complex solution offerings where “salespeople 

cannot rely on their own expertise to solve customer problems, but must turn, instead, to 

others within the organization who retain the specific knowledge that will be helpful to 

customers” (Steward et al., 2010, p. 552; Ulaga and Loveland, 2014). In particular, the 

findings show that to create documented value evidence and understand how a customer 

actually utilizes the supplier’s value proposition, the sales function needs to find a way to 

interact with the organizational unit that is responsible for post-deployment support, because 

the value from the supplier’s offering is often realized long after implementation (cf. Tuli et 

al., 2007). 

From a sales and key account management perspective (e.g., Richards and Jones, 2009; 

Piercy, 2010), the findings demonstrate how firms can allocate resources to evaluate how 

their strategically most important customers realize value from their value proposition 

(Publication III). Specifically, as key account management usually requires dedicated teams 

and a specific process, which are focused on understanding what is valuable for the customer 

and then delivering and realizing this value (Pardo et al., 2006; Storbacka, 2012), the findings 

show how firms can establish designated value specialists teams that are responsible for 

evaluating and documenting the value that the firms’ strategically most important customers 

realize from implementing their offerings.  

5.1.3 Contributions to the service marketing and solution business literature 

The empirical context of this study was business markets, which are increasingly 

characterized by service-based and solution-oriented hybrid offerings. To this end, this study 

contributes to the service marketing and solution business literature in the following ways. 

First, from a service marketing perspective, prior research considers value (co-)creation 

largely as a series of interactions during a relationship between a supplier and a customer, 

which lead to the realization of value-in-use at the customer’s space but are often inherently 

intangible and non-standard in nature, and where the final outcome of interaction is difficult 

to evaluate (e.g., Edvardsson et al., 2005; Payne et al., 2008; Vargo et al., 2008). The findings 

of this study contribute to this stream of the literature by illustrating a customer value 

assessment process, through which suppliers can specify the concrete results, or performance 

outcomes, of specific service activities.  
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More specifically, the findings demonstrate that if customers’ heterogeneous value 

expectations (from a service offering) are taken into account in the value potential 

identification phase, then baseline assessment can be employed to evaluate the customer’s 

current performance in selected areas prior to implementing the service offering. In turn, this 

enables the supplier to verify and document by how much its service activities actually 

improved customer’s operations and processes after implementing the offering. In this sense, 

the findings illustrate how suppliers can evaluate and assess the value that they help 

customers to (co-)create in their own operations through sharing and integrating resources 

such as skills and knowledge (Vargo and Lusch, 2004; Grönroos, 2011). 

Second, from a solutions business perspective, previous research has emphasized the high 

value involved in solution offerings, but studies addressing how the value customers realize 

from solutions can be assessed remains scarce (Evanschitzky et al., 2011; Jaakkola and 

Hakanen, 2013). The findings from this study contribute to the solutions literature by 

proposing a framework that takes into account how complex solution offerings improve 

customers’ business processes over time (Publication I). Specifically, the findings suggest that 

customer value assessment is a process that occurs both prior to and after delivery of a 

solution offering, and needs to be closely aligned with the relational processes of customer 

requirements’ definition, customization, integration, deployment, and post-deployment 

support as identified by Tuli et al. (2007). 

Furthermore, while the extant literature considers value-based pricing a particularly efficient 

way to extract value from solutions, recent studies indicate that the main barrier to adopting 

customer value-based pricing strategy is the difficulty of demonstrating the cost savings 

and/or increased performance the solutions will deliver (Hinterhuber 2008; Windahl and 

Lakemond, 2010; Sharma and Iyer, 2011). From this perspective, the findings show how 

value potential identification and baseline assessment can be employed to specify a 

customer’s current performance in selected operational areas, and then utilize it as a basis for 

setting prices according to the improved performance levels or realized economic results (cf. 

Hünerberg and Hüttmann, 2003). In particular, as the proposed framework is geared towards 

assessing the value that a solution offering realizes for a customer in the long term rather than 

the transaction value of the offering, it can be related to the long-term economic results of the 

customer such as increased revenue, cost savings, or balance sheet effects (cf. Storbacka, 

2011). By making long-term economic results visible, suppliers can make “gain-sharing” 

arrangements, whereby payments are directly linked to the customer’s business performance, 

more attractive to customers (Sawhney, 2006).  

Third, the findings shed light on the value assessment capability of a supplier, which has been 

identified by several researchers as critical for providing integrated solutions (Sawhney, 2006; 

Storbacka, 2011). Given that an organizational capability is often regarded as “a firm’s 

capacity to deploy resources for a desired end result” (Helfat and Lieberman 2002, p. 725), 

the findings demonstrate how firms deliberately allocate organizational resources such as 

people, processes, and structures, to evaluate, document, and demonstrate the value and 

business benefits of their offerings to the customer (Peteraf, 1993). Moreover, the findings 

suggest that the underlying primary resource for the value assessment capability is the 

centralized expertise and an in-depth understanding on the value creation logic in the 

customers’ industry, which resides in the firm’s customer facing organizational units, 

including sales, delivery, service, and marketing units (cf. Barney, 1991; Ulaga and Reinartz, 

2011). 
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Fourth, the findings demonstrate how industrial firms providing customer solutions can signal 

their value-assessment capability to customers (Publication IV). The potential value of 

complex and service-intensive solution offerings is often difficult to evaluate in advance and, 

hence, suppliers need to signal prior experience with and the potential benefits of similar 

solutions to reduce a customer’s perceived risk before purchase (Barry and Terry, 2008; 

Töllner et al., 2011). One way suppliers can signal their value assessment capability is 

through branding activities (Hansen et al., 2008).  

 

Specifically, the findings suggest four possible brand position strategies for industrial firms 

providing customer solutions. Of the identified strategies, the Customer Value Diagnostic 

strategy is particularly relevant to this study as it emphasizes the supplier’s capability to 

identify customers’ latent needs, understand industry development trends, and deliver 

demonstrable value. Deep understanding on customers’ operations, strong industry expertise, 

and consultative capabilities in developing customers’ business processes are the key points 

of difference. As this strategy emphasizes the ‘demonstrable value’ of suppliers’ offerings, 

the supplier’s ability to assess and measure delivered customer value is of key importance. 

The branding of solutions is becoming increasingly pertinent as firms are integrating goods 

and services into high value solution offerings, and the dominance of the Customer Value 

Diagnostic brand positioning strategy supports the notion that customer value assessment and 

analysis is of increasing importance in industrial marketing (e.g., Anderson et al., 2006; 

Töytäri et al., 2011). 

5.2 Managerial implications 

This study explored customer value assessment, a key challenge faced by managers in 

business markets (ISBM, 2012), and the results suggest the following practical implications. 

Understand that customer value assessment is a longitudinal and cross-functional process.  

The findings indicate that customer value assessment is not just a one-off event that can be 

conducted by sending a customer satisfaction survey after the supplier´s offering is delivered. 

Instead, it is an ongoing process, which begins well before and continues long after delivery, 

often until the end of an offering’s life-cycle. Managers need to be aware of the long-lasting 

nature of customer value assessment, and coordinate the different functions and units 

responsible for the key processes accordingly. Specifically, managers should pay special 

attention to long-term value realization, which is the most critical, yet often neglected, 

process. Suppliers in business markets are often pressed by time and results, and salespeople, 

who are typically responsible for the “front-end” of customer value assessment, need to focus 

on closing the next customers. Therefore, managers must ensure that the responsibility for the 

long-term value realization process is clearly specified for the sales unit, or smoothly shifted 

to the service or project management unit. 

Moreover, managers need to recognize that successful customer value assessment is a 

company-wide strategic process, which involves several organizational units rather than being 

the sole responsibility of sales and marketing. Managers can employ the proposed framework 

to coordinate the various functions and units responsible for the key phases, and to analyze 

the specific resources and skills needed in each phase to identify potential targets for 

development. As a minimum, managers need to ensure that teams responsible for value 

assessment have sufficient resources at their command to enable them to collect and share 

necessary information required to conduct the key phases in the process. This is particularly 

important in the long-term value realization phase as it might take a long time, while the sales 
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unit needs to move to the next customer. If customer value assessment is delegated to the 

sales unit without proper support, it can lead to overburdening the sales unit with too many 

activities, or to neglect of the long-term value realization phase. 

Select an appropriate strategy for customer value assessment. 

Managers need to select an appropriate strategy for customer value assessment depending on 

the market and offering characteristics, and assign clear responsibilities for value potential 

identification, baseline assessment, and long-term value realization. The identified strategies 

for customer value assessment illustrate alternative approaches that firms can adopt 

depending on their market characteristics and offering type. Specifically, the emergent value 

sales strategy is suitable for firms with relatively standard offerings as it focuses on a few 

selected cases and requires less resource investments compared to the alternative strategies. 

The life-cycle value management strategy is particularly suitable for the development of 

complex and services-intensive offerings to satisfy the needs of large customer segments. It 

creates knowledge for the development of new product/service qualities and requires an 

organization-wide commitment to customer value assessment. The dedicated value specialist 

strategy is particularly suitable for customized offerings in markets where the customers’ 

purchase process is non-routine, complex, and characterized by high need and market 

uncertainty.  

Identify and document realized value potential. 

Managers need to inform customers on the value potential of their offerings. The interviews 

with suppliers involved in this study indicate that customers are rarely able to perceive all 

benefits a supplier has to offer without the supplier’s help and effort. In contrast, customers 

increasingly apply strategic purchasing models that limit evaluation across multiple suppliers 

to a few key benefits and costs. While this emphasizes the benefits a buyer deems important, 

it ignores those of which he/she is unaware, thus highlighting only a portion of the supplier’s 

total value potential. This is particularly relevant to the relational and intangible components 

of value potential that are often difficult to measure. For example, managers can highlight 

their cognitive value potential by demonstrating how customers’ knowledge and ability to 

utilize offerings might increase. Or alternatively, managers can highlight their emotional 

value potential by emphasizing trusted brands that reduce customers’ risk and anxiety. As 

identified value potential often defines benefits and costs that are assessed over the process, it 

is crucial to inform customers on the total value potential involved in an offering. If this is 

ignored, it can lead to under-realized value potential and lower margins. 

 

In addition, managers need to put more effort and resources into documenting realized 

customer value. The findings indicate that best practice firms leverage their success with 

other customers from similar or different industries by systemically documenting realized 

customer value from their offerings. Documented customer cases serve as a valuable asset by 

accumulating a knowledge base for benchmarking purposes, and providing concrete evidence 

on value potential that has been realized by other customers. Given that industrial firms often 

struggle to document accumulated knowledge from previous customer deliveries (e.g., Jalkala 

and Salminen, 2010), the proposed framework can help suppliers develop value templates to 

document critical customer data before proceeding to the subsequent phase. Firms need to pay 

specific attention to documenting benefits perceived by particularly satisfied customers in 

order to leverage the results to build their reputations and attract new customers.  
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Develop services for analyzing value.  

 

Considering that industrial suppliers increasingly seek service-led growth, customer value 

assessment provides managers with a potential service business opportunity. For example, 

best practice firms in B2B markets conduct baseline assessments and value analyses for a fee 

to help their customers understand how to improve their operations (e.g., Anderson et al., 

2006). However, in this study, the managers from the pilot firms, which could be thought of 

representing the average players in the field in terms of value assessment capabilities, 

indicated that while their accumulated process experience enabled them to identify 

opportunities for cost reductions and/or performance improvements for customers, this type 

of service was not commercialized in any of the interviewed firms. In contrast, the managers 

from all of the best practice firms included in the study reported that they offered different 

forms of value analysis services (i.e., process optimization and consulting services) as part of 

their offering portfolio. Thus, managers should recognize that they might already have the 

resources and skills to conduct value analyses, and move from service for free to fee.  

 

Build brands around key capabilities. 

The findings highlight the importance of building a solution brand around key capabilities 

instead of product or service attributes. Managers need to identify which capabilities have the 

most potential in delivering customer value, and match these capabilities with their 

customers’ goals. While competitor and customer analyses are an integral part of every brand 

positioning process, they are not sufficient for solution brand positioning. Instead, solution 

providers need to engage in more in-depth analyses of their customers’ goals and develop a 

brand positioning strategy that highlights how their solutions contribute to meeting these 

goals. Thus, managers need to be aware of the potential solution brand positioning strategies, 

and consider different positioning strategies for different customer segments. For example, 

the Customer Value Diagnostic positioning strategy might be targeted at customers that place 

special emphasis on realizing the highest potential value from a supplier’s offering, or which 

are characterized by a long-term purchasing orientation and focus on optimizing the value 

realized from the offering. 

Be aware of typical challenges related to customer value assessment. 

While customer value assessment is critical for business firms, managers need to be aware of 

typical challenges related to it. For example, members of customer organizations can have 

differing goals and perceptions of realized value. While users tend to value ease of use, 

operational managers are often interested in cost effects and improvements in productivity, 

and top management is primarily interested in how the solution supports their organization’s 

strategic goals. This requires suppliers to cast a wide net to capture the value perceptions of 

all relevant decision influencers. In addition, identified value potential is typically realized in 

the long term during the post-delivery phase, and is dependent on a customer’s ability and 

motivation to actually utilize a supplier’s offering. It can be difficult to find motivation and 

resources to perform the actions necessary for evaluating resultant customer value during the 

later stages of delivery. Value assessment requires joint effort and a willingness to share 

information between supplier and customer. However, to protect themselves from higher 

prices, suppliers’ dominance, and imitation by competitors, customers can be reluctant to 

share information on how suppliers have helped them improve operations and productivity. 
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Finally, customer value assessment might not be suitable for all offering or customer types. 

For example, customers who are purchasing offerings that are not strategic to their businesses, 

or who emphasize short-term focus with standard offerings and lower prices, might not be 

interested in allocating time and resources to value assessment. In contrast, value assessment 

might be particularly suitable for customers with purchasing processes that are characterized 

by long-term relationships, customized offerings, high need, and market uncertainty, and a 

focus on realizing the highest potential value from a supplier’s offering.  

5.3 Suggestions for further research 

The contributions of this study are directed at developing a theory of customer value 

assessment in business markets. However, as this study is exploratory in nature and is based 

on a limited number of firms, the findings only provide a preliminary understanding on 

customer value assessment in business markets, while several important areas still merit 

further research attention. 

First, from a theory development perspective, an important avenue for future research will be 

to elaborate and complement the findings by extending empirical evidence, linking the 

proposed framework to broader theories, and developing testable propositions. In addition, 

each of the proposed phases involved in the customer value assessment process might be 

subjected to detailed investigation in the future. For example, scholars can investigate 

industry specific methods for conducting value potential identification, baseline assessment, 

and long-term value realization. Furthermore, the organizational challenges and change 

management for implementing customer value assessment methods and strategies require 

more attention. For example, future research could explore what steps managers can take to 

make customer value assessment a strategic and firm-wide cross-functional process, or what 

capabilities are needed to implement customer value assessment at the firm’s operational 

level. 

Second, the linkages between customer value assessment and various performance outcomes 

provide another important area for further research. Customer value assessment is likely to 

affect firms’ performance both directly and indirectly by enhancing sales and reducing 

customers’ price sensitivity and risk perceptions. For example, Anderson and Wynstra (2010) 

demonstrate that provision of documented value evidence from reference customers or pilot 

programs can increase customer managers’ purchasing intentions for higher-value, higher-

price offerings. However, further empirical research is needed for this to be substantiated. 

One potential avenue for further quantitative research would be a two-phase study (see e.g., 

Ulaga and Eggert 2006; Steward et al., 2010), which would, in the first phase, utilize the 

identified processes and strategies involved in customer value assessment in the business 

markets’ context and create a measure for customer value assessment. Then, in the second 

phase, quantitative survey data from different sales teams and firms could be employed to 

examine the relationship between customer value assessment and the sales teams’ and firms’ 

performance. Another potential avenue for quantitative research would be to examine the 

effectiveness of different forms of documented value evidence. In other words, whether 

documented cost savings (i.e., value gains) and reduction in perceived risk (i.e., potential 

losses averted) have different impact on a customer’s experienced value ambiguity and 

willingness to purchase or pay a premium for the supplier’s offering. This could be extended 

to examine the effectiveness of different forms of documented value evidence to different 

customer segments, including buyers of relative standard versus complex and service-

intensive offerings, or strategic versus non-strategic offerings (Anderson and Wynstra, 2010). 
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Third, a significant limitation of this study is that it was conducted from the industrial 

suppliers’ perspective. Thus, it would be interesting to complement the findings with 

customers’ perspectives on value assessment. Value creation in business markets is typically 

characterized by longitudinal processes of collaboration, with supplier processes and activities 

having corresponding processes and activities on the customer side (Tuli et al., 2007; Payne et 

al., 2008). However, we know little concerning collaborative activities that are required to 

make credible customer value assessments. Collecting dyadic data might provide important 

insights on how suppliers and customers combine their activities to make joint assessments of 

realized value. In particular, dyadic data could reveal the customer-specific motivators and 

barriers to joint value assessment, and also factors that influence both the customer’s ability to 

realize value from the supplier’s offering, and the supplier’s capability to facilitate value 

realization at the customer’s space.  

 

In addition, adopting the customer’s perspective could also shed more light on intangible 

value and relational benefits delivered apart from the core offering. For example, earlier 

research clearly demonstrates that customers’ perceptions of value can change over time and 

are not always related only to monetary gains (Beverland and Lockshin, 2003; Macdonald et 

al., 2011). Furthermore, the solution literature increasingly assumes that solution offerings 

provide more value to customers than might be gained individually from their components 

alone (Evanschitzky et al., 2011). This implies that integrating products and services into 

complete solutions provides intangible benefits to a customer (i.e., relief or a sense of 

reassurance from not having to purchase and integrate the individual components on their 

own). Given that a considerable proportion of the value derived from solution offerings might 

be intangible (Jaakkola and Hakanen 2013; Prior, 2013), assessing intangible benefits derived 

from integrated solutions represents a fruitful area for future customer value and solutions 

research. Finally, given the critical importance of customer value assessment in business 

markets, the study hopefully offers new insights and encourages further research on this 

promising area. 
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APPENDIX 1: OVERVIEW OF THE SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 

(PUBLICATIONS I-III) 

 

Nr. Firm Participant Date Duration Experience 

1. Alpha Product Manager  22.6.2011 82 min 11 years 

2. Alpha Sales Manager 19.9.2011 80 min 10 years 

3. Alpha Development Manager  19.9.2011 74 min 8 years 

3. Alpha Head of Service Center  (telephone interview) 26.9.2011 55 min 19 years 

5. Alpha Sales Director, South-East Europe (telephone 

interview) 

29.9.2011 77 min 14 years 

6. Alpha Application Engineer (telephone interview) 30.9.2011 76 min 8 years 

7. Beta Sales Manager  5.9.2011 49 min 29 years 

8. Beta Vice President , Sales  5.9.2011 58 min 20 years 

9. Beta Commercialization Manager  5.9.2011 82 min 11 years 

10. Beta Key Account Manager  5.9.2011 74 min 13 years 

11. Beta Business Development Manager 

(telephone interview) 

12.9.2011 95 min 18 years 

12. Beta Marketing Manager (telephone interview) 14.9.2011 70 min 13 years 

13. Gamma Planning Manager 24.8.2011 80 min 10 years 

14. Gamma Senior Paper Technology Manager 24.8.2011 41 min 17 years 

15. Gamma Marketing Service Manager 25.8.2011 89 min 13 years 

16 & 

17. 

Gamma General Manager, Marketing, Service, & 

Product Marketing Manager, Marketing 

Service 

25.8.2011 117 min 20 years & 

25 years 

18. Gamma Vice President, Sales 25.8.2011 107 min 21 years 

19. Delta Sales Executive 13.11.2012 77 min 18 years 

20. Delta Managing Director 13.11.2012 70 min 21 years 

21. Epsilon Customer Service Manager 14.11.2012 57 min 8 years 

22. Epsilon Sales Manager 14.11.2012 39 min 37 years 

23. Epsilon Key Account Manager (telephone interview) 8.5.2013 75 min 17 years 

24. Zeta Service Sales Manager  6.11.2012 75 min 29 years 

25. Zeta Senior Principal, Value Engineering 6.11.2012 99 min 17 years 

26. Zeta Head of Presales and Solutions 6.11.2012 101 min 13 years 

27. Eta Senior Manager 8.11.2012 113 min 20 years 

28. Eta Sales Director 8.11.2012 45 min 10 years 

29. Eta Senior Director (telephone interview) 15.11.2013 52 min 12 years 

30. Eta Executive Director (telephone interview) 13.5.2013 56 min 26 years 

31. Theta Global Client Advisor 7.11.2012 106 min 30 years 

32. Theta Global Insight Program Director (telephone 

interview) 

8.5.2013 43 min 20 years 

33. Iota Sales Director, Domestic Sales 5.11.2012 90 min 12 years 

34. Iota Vice President Business Development, 

Service 

5.11.2012 95 min 27 years 

35. Iota Director, Metals & Mining, Domestic Sales 

(telephone interview) 

12.11.2012 83 min 15 years 

36. Kappa Nordics Region Leader, Global Business 

Services 

9.11.2012 93 min 12 years 

37. Kappa Manager, Industrial Sector 9.11.2012 65 min 17 years 

38. Kappa Business Unit Executive, Software Group 

(telephone interview) 

12.11.2012 42 min 16 years 

39. Kappa Country Sales Leader, Strategic Outsourcing 

(telephone interview) 

17.5.2013 57 min 14 years 

Average duration and experience 72 min 17 years 
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APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL (PUBLICATIONS I-III) 

A Background information:  

 1 Can you first tell me something about your background and current role in your firm? 

 2 Can you describe your firm´s offering? 

 3 Can you describe your firm´s main customer segments? 

 4 How is your firm´s offering positioned in relation to your main competitors? 

B Concept of customer value: 

 5 How would you define customer value in your own words?  

 6 What kind of customer value does your firm´s offering provide? 

 7 How do you identify the needs of different customers? 

 8 How do you compare the potential value of your offering to competitors’ offerings? 

C Customer value assessment: 

 9 How do you define customer value assessment? 

 10 In your opinion, how important is customer value assessment in your business? 

 11 What kind of tools and/or practices does your firm have for customer value assessment? 

 12 What kinds of benefit do you aim to assess? 

 13 How do you assess intangible benefits? 

 14 How do you take into account the value that is realized by different actors in the customer´s 

organization? 

 15 In your opinion, how systematically does your firm conduct customer value assessments compared to 

competitors in your industry? 

 16 In your opinion, what are the main differences in customer value assessment between products and 

services? 

D Documenting and communicating customer value: 

 17 How do you document the delivered customer benefits? 

 18 How do you subsequently leverage documented customer benefits? 

 19 How do you communicate the potential value of your offering to prospective customers? 

E The process of customer value assessment: 

 20 Do you think that systematic value assessment could be of use to your company? If yes, how?  

 21 In your opinion, what are be the most essential phases of a customer value assessment process? 

 22 Can you describe these phases and the activities and actors involved in them? 

F Customer´s role in value assessment: 

 23 What is the customer´s role in customer value assessment? 

 24 How do you motivate customers to participate in customer value assessment? 

 25 Does customers’ ability to realize value from your offerings differ, and how do you take this into 

account in your value assessments? 

 26 How do you help the customers to maximize realized value from your offerings?  

G Managing customer value assessment: 

 27 Who is responsible for customer value assessment? 

 28 What kinds of incentives support customer value assessment? 

 29 How does top management in your firm support customer value assessment? 

 30 What kinds of resource are important for customer value assessment? 

 31 How do you train your employees to conduct customer value assessments? 

H Customer value assessment and pricing: 

 32 How do you account for realized customer value in your pricing? 

I The challenges in customer value assessment:  

 33 In your opinion, what are the main challenges in customer value assessment? 

 34 In your opinion, how could you improve customer value assessment in your firm? 
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APPENDIX 3: OVERVIEW OF THE SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 

(PUBLICATION IV) 

*Companies Alpha and Gamma are respectively Kappa and Iota in Appendix 1. However, the interviews for 

Dataset I (Publications I-III) and Dataset II (Publication IV) were conducted separately, as demonstrated by the 

dates in the Appendixes, and only one person was interviewed in both datasets.  

Nr. Company Informant Date Duration 

1. Alpha* Senior Managing Consultant 7.4.2010 51 min 

2. Alpha Business Development Executive 7.4.2010 78 min 

3. Alpha Large Account Manager 7.4.2010 80 min 

3. Alpha Country Executive, Global Technology Services 6.5.2010 83 min 

5. Alpha Industry Executive, Communications & Distribution 6.5.2010 60 min 

6. Beta Head of Technology & Architecture OBS  88 min 

7. Beta Head of Customer Solutions 8.4.2010 58 min 

8. Beta Senior consultant, Strategic Partnering 8.4.2010 52 min 

9. Beta Head of Solution Development, Online Charging 

(telephone interview) 

10.5.2010 47 min 

10. Beta Principal of Technology Strategy (telephone interview) 11.5.2010 47 min 

11. Beta Customer Solutions Architect (telephone interview) 13.5.2010 84 min 

12. Gamma* VP, Electric Utilities (telephone interview) 19.5.2010 53 min 

13. & 

14 

Gamma VP, Sales & 

Service & Senior consultant 

7.6.2010 57 min 

15. Gamma VP, Process Industry (telephone interview) 5.7.2010 57 min 

16. Delta Senior Vice President, Human Resources 28.4.2010 55 min 

17. Delta Chief Strategy Officer 28.4.2010 64 min 

18. Delta Brand Director, Corporate Marketing 28.4.2010 56 min 

19. Delta Chief Technology Officer 24.5.2010 74 min 

20, Delta VP, Business Development 24.5.2010 47 min 

21. & 

22. 

Delta VP Business segments and technology & 

 Product Group Manager  

24.5.2010 51 min 
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This paper examines the key processes and activities of customer value assessment in business-to-business
(B2B) markets. Given that an increasing number of B2B firms are providing combinations of products and
services, or integrated solutions, the present study examines customer value assessment from the solution
supplier's perspective. Specifically, based on an exploratory field study and in-depth interviews with 18 man-
agers in three different firms, the present study identifies five key processes (i.e., value potential identifica-
tion, baseline assessment, performance evaluation, long-term value realization, and systematic data
management) and 11 related activities involved in customer value assessment in B2B markets, and integrates
them into a managerially grounded framework. The findings from this study contribute to the literature on
customer value and solution research, and provide useful insights for managers on how to assess the value
delivered by their offerings to customers.

© 2013 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Creating and delivering superior customer value is considered
one of the cornerstones in business-to-business (B2B) marketing
(e.g., Anderson, Narus, & Narayandas, 2009; Lindgreen, Hingley,
Grant, & Morgan, 2012; Ulaga, 2011). Research on value-based pur-
chasing, (Anderson & Wynstra, 2010), value-based selling (Terho,
Haas, Eggert, & Ulaga, 2012), pricing (Liozu & Hinterhuber, 2013),
and value (co)creation (Edvardsson, Tronvoll, & Gruber, 2011;
Jaakkola & Hakanen, 2013) emphasizes that business marketers
need to better understand how to create, communicate and deliver
value to their customers. This is particularly prominent in the con-
text of “integrated solutions”, (e.g., Jacob & Ulaga, 2008; Storbacka,
2011; Windahl & Lakemond, 2010), that aim to offer greater poten-
tial for value creation beyond the individual product and service
components (Evanschitzky, Wangenheim, & Woisetschläger, 2011;
Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011). Yet, understanding on how the value poten-
tial of solutions can be evaluated is limited, and frameworks to un-
derstand how suppliers and customers can assess their value are
needed (Ulaga & Eggert, 2006; Anderson & Wynstra, 2010).

In the customer value literature, considerable effort has been
expended to examine how suppliers create and deliver value to cus-
tomers (e.g., Payne & Holt, 2001; Lindgreen & Wynstra, 2005; Haas,
Snehota, & Corsaro, 2012); however, less research has been conducted

to examine the process through which the realized customer value is
assessed (Woodruff & Flint, 2006, p. 188). Customer value assessment
refers to quantifying and communicating the value created for (and
with) customers (c.f. Anderson, Narus, & van Rossum, 2006; Payne &
Frow, 2005). Prior research has advanced our knowledge by developing
specific tools and identifying best practices for customer value assess-
ment (e.g., Anderson, Jain, & Chintagunta, 1993; Anderson et al., 2006;
Ulaga & Chacour, 2001), but they are designed predominantly for phys-
ical products, and have difficulties with assessing the value of complex
and service-intensive offerings. Consequently, scholars have contended
that “improved ways of measuring the delivery of customer value are
required” (Payne, Storbacka, & Frow, 2008), and highlighted developing
new methods for customer value assessment as a key research priority
(e.g., Lindgreen et al., 2012; Payne & Holt, 2001).

In the solutions literature, delivering integrated combinations of
products and services instead of individual components is regarded
as a key to differentiation and higher margins (e.g., Evanschitzky et
al., 2011; Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011). However, research explicating
how solution offerings deliver value to customers, or improve their
businesses, is scarce. In fact, several studies in the solution domain
suggest that industrial firms often struggle to develop the skills and
processes needed to quantify the value of solutions (Sawhney,
2006; Sharma & Iyer, 2011; Storbacka, 2011). In practice, customer
value assessment represents an “Achilles heel” for many industrial
firms that provide combinations of products and services, i.e. hybrid
offerings and customer solutions (Tuli, Kohli, & Bharadwaj, 2007;
Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011). Accordingly, more understanding is needed
on specific processes and activities that relate to customer value
assessment.
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This study focuses on examining customer value assessment from the
solution supplier's perspective. Specifically, we examine the processes
and practices that suppliers undertake in their value assessment activi-
ties. To address this both academically and managerially relevant issue,
we examine the following research questions: 1) What are the key
processes for customer value assessment? 2)What are the specific activities
that comprise each key process?

Given the sparse literature on customer value assessment in
B2B markets, we answer these questions through a qualitative
in-depth study that applies a grounded theory approach (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). Based on insights generated through in-depth inter-
views with 18 managers from three industrial firms, we develop a
tentative framework for customer value assessment comprising
five key processes: value potential identification, baseline assess-
ment, performance evaluation, long-term value realization, and
systematic data management, and 11 related activities. The find-
ings from this study contribute to the extant literature on customer
value in B2B markets (e.g., Lindgreen et al., 2012) and solutions re-
search (e.g., Evanschitzky et al., 2011) by shedding light on the key
processes and activities that relate to customer value assessment.
From a practical perspective, this study offers important insights
for managers on how to assess the value that solutions deliver to
customers.

The rest of the manuscript proceeds as follows. First, we review
the extant literature on customer value in B2B markets and the solu-
tions literature, and consider current approaches to customer value
assessment. Second, we present our qualitative study and, based on
the findings, tentatively propose an empirically grounded framework
for customer value assessment in B2B markets. Finally, we present
our conclusions, and suggest managerial implications and areas for
future research.

2. Literature review

2.1. Customer value in B2B markets

Customer value is one of the most central themes in marketing
and it has been discussed in several different streams of research
(e.g., Lindgreen & Wynstra, 2005; Lindgreen et al., 2012). Customer
value is typically conceptualized as a trade-off between the benefits
and costs involved in an exchange (e.g., Ulaga & Eggert, 2006). Ben-
efits and costs are always subjective perceptions, determined in the
customer's mind (Payne et al., 2008; Vargo & Lusch, 2008) rather
than specific features of a particular offering declared by the supplier
(Corsaro & Snehota, 2010). Benefits and costs can be understood
both in monetary and non-monetary terms (Biggeman & Buttle,
2012) such as improved revenues and costs (Grönroos, 2011), or in-
creased trust, reputation, ease of use and decreased time, effort, and
energy expended in the exchange (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola,
2012).

The contemporary literature (e.g., Lindgreen & Wynstra, 2005;
Lindgreen et al., 2012) divides customer value research into two re-
lated streams: 1) the value of goods and services (i.e., offerings) and
2) the value of buyer–seller relationships. The first stream tends to
focus on the more tangible aspects of customer value, such as the
functionality or the practical utility of an offering, emphasizing cus-
tomer value in monetary terms.2 Recent studies in this stream suggest
that suppliers should emphasize the benefits of their offerings that
have the greatest impact on customers' profits (e.g., Anderson et al.,
2006; Terho et al., 2012; Wouters, Anderson, Narus, & Wynstra,
2009). The second stream tends to focus on more intangible aspects

of customer value, such as reputation, skills or knowledge, often re-
ferred also as intangible assets (c.f. Whitwell, Lukas, & Hill, 2007).
For example, the resource-based view of the firm (Barney, 1991),
service-dominant logic (Vargo & Lusch, 2008), and the resource ad-
vantage theory (Hunt & Morgan, 1995, 1996), among others, consider
intangible assets as important sources for customer value. Although
intangible assets are often considered a non-monetary source of cus-
tomer value, in the B2B context, the support of a supplier will always
have some (direct or indirect) effect on the economic result of a
customer's business (Grönroos, 2011). Recent studies have provided
insights on how the intangible aspects of customer value can be
assessed for profits (e.g., Hogan, 2001; Walter, Ritter, & Gemünden,
2001; Baxter & Matear, 2004), but they have focused mainly on the
value realized for and by the supplier. Overall, this study contributes
primarily to the first stream, by examining how solution suppliers
can assess the value that their offerings deliver to customers.

2.2. Customer value in the solutions literature

In the solutions literature, much of the research supports the
notion that integrating individual components into solutions pro-
vides more value to a customer than would be delivered by the
components alone. (Evanschitzky et al., 2011; Sharma & Iyer,
2011). From this perspective, suppliers do not create value solely
by providing products and services to customers, but by assisting
customers in their own business processes through the provision
and integration of resources that fulfill specific functions for the
customer (Grönroos, 2011). This is especially prevalent in B2B
markets, where an increasing number of industrial firms are mov-
ing from pure product offerings towards providing combinations
of product and services, or even the entire systems, (Windahl &
Lakemond, 2010; Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011). Instead of bundles of
products and services, customers tend to view these offerings as
relational processes, comprising requirement definition, customi-
zation and integration, deployment and post-deployment support
(Tuli et al., 2007). The added benefits that customers perceive
from solutions are related to both skillful integration products
and services into a functioning whole that fulfills customers' col-
lective and relational goals, and to the relational processes that
improve customer's operations and productivity (Tuli et al.,
2007; Epp & Price, 2011; Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011). Accordingly,
customers' willingness to pay higher prices is related to the
supplier's ability to communicate the value that results from the
offering's functionality and the relational processes (Tuli et al.,
2007).

Despite the high value potential involved in solutions business, re-
search on the value solution offerings deliver to customers remains
scarce (Cornet et al., 2000; Jaakkola & Hakanen, 2013). In the solutions
literature, scholars refer broadly to benefits that help “solving the end
customer's problem” (Sawhney, 2006), or “satisfying customer needs”
(Tuli et al., 2007), but rarely explicate their specific implications to a
customer's business, especially in terms of added revenues or cost sav-
ings. From the customers' perspective, solution offerings should shift
the responsibility and risks involved in selected operations to suppliers
(Stremersch,Wuyts, & Frambach, 2001), and result in cost savings, per-
formance guarantees, optimized processes, customized offerings and,
ultimately, a “better or easier life for the customer” (e.g., Miller, Hope,
Eisenstat, Foote, & Galbraith, 2002, p. 3; Macdonald, Wilson, Martinez,
& Toossi, 2011). However, the value customers receive from a supplier's
offering is often difficult to evaluate (Lindberg & Nordin, 2008) as it is
often co-created with the supplier (Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola,
2012), and realized in-use (Grönroos, 2011) and over time (Tuli et al.,
2007). Empirical studies indicate that, in reality, the value customers re-
alize from solutions often falls short of expectations (Tuli et al., 2007;
Epp & Price, 2011).

2 For example, several studies in this stream adopt or draw from Anderson, Jain, and
Chintagunta (1993) definition of customer value as the “worth in monetary units of the
set of economic, technical, service and social benefits received by a customer firm in
exchange for the price paid for a product offering.”

1308 J. Keränen, A. Jalkala / Industrial Marketing Management 42 (2013) 1307–1317



In practice, solution suppliers often lack the capabilities to quantify
the value delivered by their offerings (Storbacka, 2011). Consequently,
value assessment represents an “Achilles heel” for many industrial
firms that provide combinations of products and services, i.e. hybrid of-
ferings and customer solutions (Tuli et al., 2007; Ulaga & Reinartz,
2011), and most of them are struggling to make their offerings prof-
itable (Krishnamurthy, Johansson, & Schlissberg, 2003). Several
studies suggest that, to offset high investment costs and extract
higher margins from solutions, suppliers should price their solutions
based on the value realized by customers (e.g., Cornet et al., 2000;
Sawhney, 2006; Bonnemeier, Burianek, & Reichwald, 2010). Howev-
er, the pricing literature indicates that the biggest obstacle to
implementing value-based pricing is the difficulty of customer
value assessment (Hinterhuber, 2008). Recent studies in the solu-
tions field indicate that, without a deep understanding on the value
realized by customers, suppliers revert to cost-based pricing strate-
gies (e.g., Tuli et al., 2007; Sharma & Iyer, 2011).

2.3. Current approaches to customer value assessment

Understanding how customers perceive value is considered a key
competitive advantage (Woodruff, 1997; Ulaga & Eggert, 2006), and
firms typically conduct customer value assessments to determine
the worth of their offerings to customers. Customer value assess-
ment3 refers here to the process of evaluating and communicating
the value created for (and with) customers (c.f. Payne & Frow,
2005; Anderson et al., 2006).

In consumer markets, customer value assessment methods are usu-
ally grounded on the customer satisfaction and service quality literature,
and focus on evaluating consumers' feelings of satisfaction based on
comparison between expected and perceived quality (Payne & Holt,
2001). This is in line with the utility theory, which assumes that
consumers make purchase decisions to maximize satisfaction gained
from purchased offerings (Bach, Flanagan, Howell, Levy, & Lima, 1987;
Bowman & Ambrosini, 2000). Hence, as customer satisfaction is a
relatively strong predictor of buying behavior in consumer markets
(e.g., Mittal & Kamakura, 2001), consumermarketers tend to utilize cus-
tomer satisfaction surveys as a key method to assess value (e.g., Oliver,
1999). On the other hand, the service quality literature views value
largely as a trade-off between quality and price. Notable value assess-
ment methods in this stream include Value Analysis (Miles, 1961;
Gale, 1994) and SERVQUAL (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1988;
Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman, 1996), whichmeasure customers' per-
ceptions of value based on expected and perceived quality. However,
although customer satisfaction and service quality are widely applied
measures in consumer markets, they have been criticized for ne-
glecting monetary effects (Reichheld, 1996; Woodruff, 1997) and
the long-term outcome for customers, i.e. the value-in-use perceived
by a customer (Buttle, 1996; Macdonald et al., 2011).

In B2Bmarkets, scholars have developed specific tools (e.g., Ulaga &
Chacour, 2001) and identified best practices that industrial firms em-
ploy for customer value assessment, such as focus groups and impor-
tance ratings (e.g., Anderson et al., 1993). However, these methods
work best with physical products, and have difficulties with complex
and service-intensive offerings. Anderson et al. (2006) found that best
practice suppliers employ advanced tools, such as customer value
models and value case histories, to demonstrate the value of their offer-
ings, but, few firms employ them systematically. Also, the purchasing
literature discusses various activity-based costing applications, such as
total cost of ownership (Wouters, Anderson, & Wynstra, 2005) and

life-cycle costing (e.g., Asiedu & Gu, 1998), although these are usually
applied to product-related costs (Anderson & Narus, 1995) and do not
take benefits into account.

However, as the value of solution offerings is not only delivered
through products and services (c.f. Tuli et al., 2007), but also by shar-
ing and integrating resources that help customers to realize their
business goals (e.g., Payne et al., 2008; Epp & Price, 2011;
Macdonald et al., 2011), there is a need for a more holistic approach
to customer value assessment. This is echoed by Ravald and
Grönroos (1996) and Ritter and Walter (2012), who point out that
value assessment should not be limited to single transactions, but
take into account all benefits acquired and costs incurred by cus-
tomers during their collaboration with a supplier. Yet, only little re-
search has been conducted to describe the processes through
which customer value is assessed (Woodruff & Flint, 2006, p. 188).
For example, in their recent review on the value literature in B2B
markets, Lindgreen et al. (2012) argue that, as our understanding
of customer value has evolved from objects of exchange towards
processes of exchange, we need new methods to assess customer
value in B2B markets. In the solutions literature, several authors
have pointed out that solution suppliers need specific processes
and tools to document and communicate the value-in-use their of-
ferings create for customers (e.g., Oström et al., 2010; Evanschitzky
et al., 2011; Storbacka, 2011; Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011; Kindström,
Kowalskowski, & Nordin, 2012).

3. Methodology

In order to respond to the calls to 1) develop new methods for
customer value assessment in B2B markets (Lindgreen et al., 2012)
and, especially, for solution suppliers (e.g., Evanschitzky et al.,
2011), and 2) specifically to Woodruff and Flint's (2006) call to ex-
plore the process of customer value assessment, we empirically ex-
amined the key processes and activities involved in customer value
assessment in B2B markets. Given that the prior knowledge on cus-
tomer value assessment in B2B markets is scarce, we adopted a
grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Similar to Tuli
et al. (2007), and Ulaga and Reinartz (2011), we aimed to develop
our framework from a managerial perspective. Specifically, we
conducted in-depth interviews with 18 managers in three industrial
companies, and derived insights on the key processes and related ac-
tivities involved in customer value assessment from the supplier's
perspective. This approach is particularly suited to the present
study, as customer value assessment represents a major challenge
for industrial firms (Sawhney, 2006; Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011), but
the academic literature lacks a clear and thorough examination on
the key processes and activities related to it (c.f. Payne & Holt,
2001; Payne & Frow, 2005).

3.1. Data collection

Consistent with prior studies (e.g., Tuli et al., 2007; Terho et al.,
2012), we employed theoretical sampling and conducted interviews
with 18 senior managers across functions and hierarchical levels from
three industrial companies that operate in the metallurgical, chemical,
andpaper andfiber technology industries (see Table 1). These industries
are characterized by complex and service-intensive offerings, whose
value is often difficult to assess. To select experienced senior managers
involved in activities relating to customer value assessment, the inter-
viewees were chosen by internal experts in each of the companies.
Themajority of the informants occupied positions such as sales director,
sales manager, vice president, or business development manager, and
the average industry experience of the informants was 15.9 years, indi-
cating substantial management and industrial experience (c.f. Payne &
Frow, 2005). The number of informants is consistent with sample sizes
recommended for exploratory research (McCracken, 1988, p. 17). The

3 Customer value assessment is often used interchangeably with terms such as value
analysis (Ulaga & Chacour, 2001), value evaluation (Woodruff, 1997), and value judg-
ment (Flint, Woodruff, & Gardial, 2002).
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interviews were semi-structured, including open-ended questions on
the companies' current value assessment practices and, in particular,
on key activities involved in a systematic customer value assessment.
This approach enabled a profound focus on the issues that emerged dur-
ing the interviews. To facilitate the process, informants were asked to
describe the central phases of customer value assessment, which were
then probed further to identify different activities and their specific
properties. In addition, internal documents, including process frame-
works, strategic plans, documented business cases,white papers, project
diaries, and training material were used as a secondary data source to
elaborate and confirm the interview data.

3.2. Data analysis and interpretation

The interviews lasted between 41 and 117 min and were
conducted face-to-face, except for interviews conducted by telephone
with three respondents from the metallurgical company and two
from the chemical technology company. Each interview was audio-
taped and transcribed verbatim, which resulted in 238 pages of text.
An overview of the sample characteristics appears in the Appendix
A. Nvivo9 software was used to code the interview data and assist
with the analysis process. To identify the key processes and related
activities in customer value assessment, we employed grounded the-
ory coding, involving open, axial, and selective coding (e.g., Corbin &
Strauss, 2009). To facilitate the data analysis, theoretical memos were
written during the interviews to assist with interpretation and to
identify differences and similarities within and across the
interviewed firms (c.f. Creswell, 2013, p. 89).

The lead researcher performed the open coding, where the inter-
view transcripts were analyzed line-by-line, and broken down into
discrete parts. The data were classified based on the activities in-
volved in the customer value assessment process. To ensure that we
captured all relevant activities emerging from the data, we labeled
the activities with in-vivo codes, grounding them on each manager's
own language (Corbin & Strauss, 2009). After the first round of open
coding, we compared the results, and jointly developed a preliminary

coding plan that 1) listed the identified activities and emerging key
processes, 2) provided a label and definition for each activity and
key process, 3) specified the properties of each activity and key pro-
cess, and 4) delivered an example to illustrate its meaning and con-
tent. To enhance the analysis, we conducted a second round of open
coding to capture all variations in the data. At this point, we aimed
to be as inclusive as possible, and coded both the “experience-near”
to “experience-distant” (Geertz, 1973) activities in the data. For
example, we included activities that managers had not necessarily ex-
perienced themselves, but knew were involved in other projects that
involved customer value assessment. After the second round of open
coding, consistent with Tuli et al. (2007), we relied on three key
criteria to decide on whether to include a specific activity. First, is it
applicable beyond a very specific context? Second, was it mentioned
by multiple participants? And third, does it go beyond the obvious
to provide interesting and useful conclusions?

For the axial coding, we compared the activities according to their
properties and dimensions, and then organized them into tentative
categories and sub-categories (Spiggle, 1994), which led to the emer-
gence of five preliminary processes. At this point, a tentative frame-
work began to emerge, with the activities involved in specific
processes. Following constant comparison logic (Corbin & Strauss,
2009), we first analyzed the emerging processes within firms. To en-
hance our understanding of the firms' specific processes, we re-read
the interview transcripts to confirm our initial findings. After refining
our interpretations of each firm's specific processes, we moved to
comparing and contrasting them between firms, and also against
the literature (c.f. Corbin & Strauss, 2009). Finally, for the selective
coding, we integrated all the refined key processes and related activ-
ities into an overall framework.

4. Findings

Based on the qualitative interviews with 18 managers, we identi-
fied 11 activities involved in customer value assessment, which led
to the emergence of five key processes comprising 1) value potential

Table 1
Profiles of firms participating in the study.

Firm M C PF

Industry Metallurgical technology Chemical technology Paper and fiber technology
Sales (€M) N1300 N2200 N6600
Employees N3800 N5000 N30,000
Main customers Metals and minerals processing industries

(i.e., mining companies, energy producers)
Water-intensive industries, including pulp and paper,
municipal and industrial water treatment, oil and gas,
and mining industries

Pulp and paper, chemical, power generation,
and fabrics industries

Table 2
Results of in-depth interviews with 18 managers.

Key processes and related activities for customer value assessment Frequency of activities mentioned by managers

Process title Main activities included in the process: Total M C PF⁎

1) Value potential identification Identifying customer's explicated needs 15 5 6 4
Understanding customer's processes 12 4 6 2
Understanding the financial implications for customer's business 11 3 4 4

2) Baseline assessment Determining customer's current performance 12 5 4 3
Specifying mutual outcomes 10 2 4 4

3) Performance evaluation Conducting trial runs 13 5 5 3
Specifying the value impact for customer's performance 11 4 5 2

4) Long-term value realization Verifying the realized customer value 13 5 4 4
Documenting the realized customer value 14 6 4 4

5) Systematic data management Collecting relevant customer data 17 6 6 5
Sharing relevant customer data 14 5 5 4

Note: M = metallurgical technology firm; C = chemical technology firm; PF = paper and fiber technology firm.
⁎ One of the interviews involved two managers; hence, maximum frequency for PF is 5 and maximum total is 17.
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identification, 2) baseline assessment, 3) performance evaluation,
4) long-term value realization, and 5) systematic data management
(see Table 2). The interviewees explained that they did not have a
company-wide approach to customer value assessment, but they
considered the activities that regularly appeared in the interview
data essential for systematic customer value assessment. The data
analysis indicated that the identified processes do not necessarily
follow each other in a linear fashion, but may overlap and be itera-
tive. However, the order of the processes and activities is reported
here for illustrative purposes, and it reflects the general perspective
shared by the interviewees. In particular, the identified activities are
involved in the assessment of complex and service-intensive offer-
ings; with regard to simpler product offerings, some of the activities
may be omitted. In the following, we examine the identified key pro-
cesses and activities in more detail, with illustrative quotations from
the interviews.

4.1. Value potential identification

The findings suggest that the first key process for customer
value assessment is value potential identification, which is
concerned with understanding how a supplier can add value to its
customer's business. Typically, customer value assessment was
considered to begin by identifying the customer's explicated needs,
which provide a starting point and initial boundaries to define
how the supplier can add value to its customer's business. The in-
formants explained that they typically had to engage with various
representatives from the customer firm to obtain a thorough un-
derstanding on the customer's key needs, which were then jointly
elaborated through continuous dialog, which sometimes lasted
for weeks or months:

“These things [assessments] start with a customer contact, where
we identify together with the customer that there is a need for im-
provements, for example changing legislation or increasing pro-
duction, and then this information goes back to our R&D and
marketing … and in the ideal case, it goes around in a loop be-
tween us and the customer, constantly evolving in a way that
eventually we have a good solution that adds value to the
customer's process.”

As customers are not always able to specify their ultimate prob-
lem, or the full extent of their needs, understanding the customers'
processes to detect untapped needs and sense upcoming expecta-
tions of which customers are currently unaware was considered
important. It was not unusual for the supplier to be more knowl-
edgeable about particular processes than the customers themselves
and, by utilizing their accumulated experience, suppliers were able
to recognize opportunities or situations with the potential for re-
sources to be deployed in a more efficient and/or effective manner
(c.f. Bonney & Williams, 2009). One informant described this as
follows:

“You need to understand the customer's processes and actively
think how and from where the customer gets the biggest value
compared to what he is asking for. In practical terms it means that
the seller goes through the processes with the customer and lis-
tens between the lines what is really important for them, and then
makes the value argument based on that.”

The informants reported that adding value to their customers' busi-
nesses culminates eventually in reducing customers' costs or increasing
their revenues, thus understanding the financial implications for a cus-
tomer's business was considered imperative. The informants explained
this through the need to understand what it means in monetary terms
tomake technical changes to a customer's processes or to choose differ-
ent solution options and, in particular, how higher expenditures in

certain categories (e.g., chemical expenses; maintenance service ex-
penses) can reduce their customer's total costs in the long run. Essen-
tially, this activity aims to translate the identified needs into monetary
terms, defining how a supplier's offering can add value to its customer's
bottom line. Several informants emphasized the need to access their
customer's key decisionmakers, because usually they had only the nec-
essary understanding on the financial drivers critical to their business:

“We have to becomemore involved in their [customer's] organiza-
tion on a vertical basis, not just calling into the purchasing depart-
ment, but where appropriate going up the chain to the managers
and directors, to the senior level or we can't really understand
the financial drivers that impact their company.”

4.2. Baseline assessment

The findings suggest that the second key process for customer
value assessment is baseline assessment, which is concerned with
assessing a customer's current situation prior to deploying the
supplier's offering. This assessment is then used as the basis for
comparing the customer's situation after deployment in subse-
quent performance evaluation and long-term value verification
processes. The informants indicated that determining their cus-
tomer's current performance was crucial as it provides a reference
point against which to assess the impact of specific performance
improvements. Also, as the customer might sometimes overes-
timate its current performance, establishing a mutually agreed
starting point ensures an equal understanding on the current situ-
ation, which helps to avoid future disputes over improved perfor-
mance. However, a few informants noted that, if the supplier's
compensation is based on its customer's performance, the custom-
er might be purposefully motivated to underestimate its current
performance levels. One informant explained this as follows:

“In order to show that the oil operator can produce more barrels
from oil sources per day by using our solution, we need to know
how many barrels he is currently producing, basic baseline
benchmarking. And then, if we know the price of oil at the operator
level, we know howmany barrels they are currently producing, and
how many times they have to stop production to manage the pro-
duction line, then in our example our solution lets them produce
without breaks, and then we can calculate the added revenue from
there.”

Determining the customer's current performance was usually
followed by specifying mutual outcomes including technical outcomes
such as increasing efficiency or productivity, and financial outcomes
such as increasing cost savings or profitability. This is in line with
Lindberg and Nordin (2008), who point out that buyers objectify
complex offerings by transforming internal needs into clearly speci-
fied outcomes achieved with the supplier. The specified outcomes ex-
press the expected benefits from the supplier's offering and define the
potential value the customer will receive. Sometimes a lack of time or
intense competition forced the suppliers to neglect the outcome spec-
ification; however, suppliers usually put a lot of effort into specifying
the mutual outcomes:

“These things are always based on specifications. It might be three
pages or 300 pages, where we specify precisely what the delivery
includes and is supposed to achieve … The things the customer
wants to realize in their upcoming investments or maintenance
activities, the liability, the delivery, the content, they are specified,
and then we agree on paper that this is how we operate within
this timeframe and this is howmuch it costs. This is what you ben-
efit and this is how much we benefit. So it will be clearly specified
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what are the expected outcomes from the customer's side and
what we are committed to do.”

4.3. Performance Evaluation

The findings suggest that the third key process for customer value
assessment is performance evaluation, which is concerned with eval-
uating the actual value impact on a customer's business. The infor-
mants indicated that, due to differences in customers' processes, it
was usually difficult to estimate in advance the exact scope and size
of the impact their offerings' had on a customer's business. Conducting
trial runs prior to deploying their offering was frequently mentioned
as a key activity to help the suppliers evaluate how their offering
would improve their customers' processes on small scale. Trial runs
enhanced the supplier's own understanding on the value its offerings
deliver in various customer applications, and also provided customers
with concrete evidence of the offerings' potential performance impli-
cations. The described trial run activities ranged from supplier led
laboratory tests and pilot plants to on-off tests and beta devices oper-
ated by the customer. Consider the following excerpt:

“We have pilot projects where we use beta versions for trial runs
to ensure that the equipment works in an optimal way. As an ex-
ample on services, paper machine roll cover development has a
very important role. We have the material development in-
house and then we make trial runs together with customers: roll
covers are tested in real production machines to get feedback on
how the beta version works, what the operators' experiences are
and what needs to be developed further.”

In particular, trial runs were considered instrumental in specifying
the value impact on a customer's performance. Several informants
explained that they had different value calculators at their disposal,
such as spreadsheet tools and virtual simulators (c.f. Anderson et al.,
2006), but they were designed to estimate the performance of specif-
ic products. In contrast, trial runs enabled the suppliers to identify all
the improved performance parameters in a customer's processes that
were associated with the employment of their offering, and subse-
quently to specify their impact on the customer's cost and returns.
Several informants emphasized that trial runs were particularly im-
portant in identifying indirect benefits for customers' processes,
which were hard to perceive in advance, such as reduced energy con-
sumption, optimized resource usage or improved working conditions.
The following quotations illustrate these findings:

“Compared to production scale, it is a much smaller paper ma-
chine, but it is armed with a multitude of sensors, and we can
analyze how much it consumes and how much vacuum it re-
quires, and based on this we can calculate all kinds of results.
When we put it to the production scale, we know that the water
extraction or electricity consumption will be in this level, and
then the same structure can be tested elsewhere as well; for ex-
ample, we can say that you will have this in your headbox, and
it will give you this kind of results with this kind of consump-
tion levels.”

“A typical way to do it with control or monitoring systems is to
have two parallel production lines, one with our system and the
other without. And then we compare them, how the line with
our system works compared to the old one without the system.
We try to locate the improvements, and then we try to define
how these improvements benefit the customer.”

The interview data suggest that, depending on the size and
importance of the offering, the performance evaluation process

can be conducted either prior to the actual delivery, as a true
“pilot project”, or after delivery over a specific evaluation period.
Usually, offerings more critical to a customer's core business pro-
cesses, such as turnkey plants or production lines, were evaluated
prior to full deployment, while less critical offerings, such as
equipment and process optimization services, were evaluated after
deployment.

4.4. Long-term value realization

The findings suggest that the fourth key process for customer
value assessment is long-term value realization, which is
concerned with ensuring that customers have actually received
the promised value. The informants emphasized that verifying
the realized customer value was a crucial but challenging activity
as the value-in-use delivered by their offerings was usually ac-
crued in the long run, and sometimes increased over time as
customers, often with the help of the supplier, learnt to operate
the offering more efficiently. One informant explained this as
follows:

“You need to follow it regularly over the long-term, for exam-
ple, how many things have changed after two years of use.
You could imagine that before our system they were at level
1, after deploying the system they go higher, say to level
1.5, and when they learn how to use it optimally, or we train
them to use it optimally, then after two years their level can
be 2.1. It is not necessarily a linear, but definitely an ascend-
ing value trend … overall, the value assessment process
should include two or three steps, the baseline assessment,
the assessment after the deployment, and then the long-term
assessment.”

The informants from the chemical company explained that
they conducted semi-annual meetings with their selected key ac-
counts to verify whether previously specified outcomes have
been met. Informants from the paper and fiber technology com-
pany reported that they established joint steering groups for
major customer projects, which monitored the projects' progress
regularly, and possibly for several years after the initial deploy-
ment. The customer's participation in value verification was con-
sidered critical, and several informants commented that customer
involvement should be more formally defined at the beginning of
sales projects. Currently, however, due to time and resource pres-
sures relating to either the supplier or the customer, long-term
value verification was more often occasional than systematic.
Several informants highlighted the need for remote monitoring
technologies that would make regular value verification easier
and less resource consuming for both parties. Overall, the need
to verify realized value-in-use on a regular basis supports the ar-
gument that customer value assessment should be regarded as an
ongoing process between a supplier and its customer, rather than
as an assessment made only at the point of sale (c.f. Tuli et al.,
2007).

The majority of informants underlined the fact that documenting
realized customer value is a critical activity, and case studies, suc-
cess stories, and joint articles were frequently mentioned as typical
ways to document the verified customer value. A typical case study
described the customer, the problem, the supplier's offering, and
the benefits received by the customer. Expressing delivered cus-
tomer benefits in monetary terms was considered especially
important:

“If we can show that we have provided these offerings previously
to x amount of customers, and these customers have benefitted
from them, then nothing is better than being able to show that
they brought more money to the customer; for example, 50,000
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Euros a month through chemical savings. That's what our sales-
people want, documents that show this with the customer's signa-
ture. That has a very strong effect.”

However, several informants commented that documented
customer cases usually emphasized technical details, such as the
content of the offering or the improved performance parameters,
but rarely specified the actual monetary value (e.g., cost savings;
increased profits) realized by the customer. One informant
lamented:

“We are at a good level in documenting the mechanical improve-
ments; for example, we guarantee production and quality, and
those we can follow in detail through production diaries. But the
overall monetary value for the customer's business. That we are
not able to get, and that is something that we need to get better
at in a long-term.”

Several informants pointed out spontaneously that specifying the
monetary impact on a customer's business was often a significantly
difficult task. Customers' reluctance to share their operating costs,
the lack of proper baseline assessment, and information sharing be-
tween the suppliers' business units were frequently mentioned as
key challenges to translating delivered benefits into actual cost sav-
ings or increased profits. Consequently, the need for systematic data
management was consistently emphasized over the course of the
interviews.

4.5. Systematic data management

The findings suggest that the fifth key process for customer
value assessment is systematic data management, which was con-
sidered essential for managing all other processes involved in cus-
tomer value assessment. Collecting relevant customer data from all
customer contact points was considered an important, although
challenging, activity. Several sources of customer data were men-
tioned in the interviews, including meetings, negotiations, trial
runs, and customers' production diaries. However, the extent of
the available data was usually dependent on the customer's will-
ingness to share the information. Often, several of a supplier's
units were responsible for different parts of the sale and deploy-
ment of its offering. As every unit typically had its own routines

for data collection, the relevant information was usually widely
dispersed across the organization. Efforts were made by the
three firms to establish centralized procedures for data manage-
ment; however, most of the informants felt that relevant data
remained largely in desk drawers, separate project files, and as
tacit knowledge in people's minds.

Consequently, sharing relevant customer data across functions
was frequently mentioned as problematic because existing CRM-
systems were considered too heavy or complex for sharing impor-
tant information quickly, and data collection responsibilities
between the units were often unclear. For example, in each
interviewed firm, service personnel were considered an important
source of customer data due to their first hand access to cus-
tomers' processes. However, the sales managers in our sample fre-
quently complained that it was challenging to get their service,
project management, and R&D units to collect and share the re-
quired customer data as they were often unaware of the sales
unit's needs. For example, one of the interviewed sales managers
asserted:

“It should be taken into account in the sales processes that we
need this kind of data from the delivery projects to ensure that
we have delivered added value to the customer. It is the project
manager's responsibility to make sure we have determined the
baseline and the end performance, but all our delivery, service,
and sales processes have to support that, so it has to be thought
through that this is the data we need and this is the way to collect
it.”

Overall, effective data management was considered central to cus-
tomer value assessment, due to the need to collect and coordinate
systemically a large amount of information to generate a detailed
analysis for the customer on all promises made and actions taken.
The proposed framework that summarizes the key processes and ac-
tivities involved in customer value assessment in B2B markets is illus-
trated in Fig. 1.

5. Discussion and implications

The purpose of the present study was to examine the key pro-
cesses and activities involved in customer value assessment in
B2B markets, and we analyzed this from the perspective of three
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solution suppliers. Although our findings are exploratory, they pro-
vide important contributions to the extant literature on customer
value in B2B markets (e.g., Lindgreen et al., 2012) and in solutions
research (e.g., Evanschitzky et al., 2011). First, this study sheds
light on the key processes and activities involved in customer
value assessment that have received scant attention in the extant
literature (Woodruff & Flint, 2006, p. 188). Specifically, the findings
from this study suggest that value potential identification, baseline
assessment, performance evaluation, long-term value realization,
and systematic data management are the key processes involved in
customer value assessment in B2B markets. These processes occur
both prior to and after delivery of an offering, which indicates
that customer value assessment should be regarded as an
on-going process, rather than an assessment made only at the
point of delivery (c.f. Payne & Holt, 2001; Tuli et al., 2007). The
findings suggest that customer value assessment needs to be close-
ly aligned with the relational processes of customer requirements
definition, customization and integration, deployment, and post-
deployment support identified by Tuli et al. (2007).

For example, the value potential identification process enables a
supplier to construct a shared understanding with its customer on
the different ways how the supplier can add value to the
customer's business. In turn, the baseline assessment process en-
ables the supplier to evaluate its customer's current performance
in selected improvement areas within the identified value potential
prior to delivery of the supplier's offering. The performance evalua-
tion process enables the supplier to analyze the potential effects
of implementing its offering, and the long-term value realization
process enables the supplier to verify and document that the iden-
tified value potential has been realized after the supplier's offering
has been delivered. The systematic data management process en-
sures that relevant customer data are stored and communicated
between and during the other processes. In the two studied pro-
cess technology firms, the metallurgical and chemical technology
firms, the interviewees emphasized stark differences between cus-
tomers' needs and processes, and explained that value potential
identification, baseline assessment, and performance evaluation
processes had to be separately adjusted to individual customer's
operations. In contrast, in the paper and fiber technology firm,
which is more akin to a capital goods supplier, each customer usu-
ally had rather similar needs and processes that enabled the sup-
plier to adopt a relatively similar approach to the overall process
of customer value assessment for every customer. Although prelim-
inary, and based only on three firms, this finding suggests a differ-
ent picture to Töllner, Blut, and Holzmüller (2011), who argue that
delivering customer value through solutions requires more effort in
the capital goods industry.

Second, although previous research has demonstrated the high
value involved in solution offerings (Tuli et al., 2007; Evanschitzky et
al., 2011; Jaakkola & Hakanen, 2013), studies addressing how the
value solution offerings deliver customers can be assessed remains
scarce. Based on the findings, this study has developed a tentative, em-
pirically grounded framework for customer value assessment, which
responds to recent calls to develop new methods and tools with
which to assess customer value in B2B markets (Lindgreen et al.,
2012), particularly in the context of service-intensive solution offerings
(Oström et al., 2010; Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011, Kindström et al., 2012). In
comparison to earlier research on customer value assessment practices
in B2Bmarkets (e.g., Anderson et al., 1993; Ulaga & Chacour, 2001) that
have difficulties with complex and service-intensive offerings, the
proposed framework offers a more holistic perspective, which
takes into account how complex solution offerings improve cus-
tomers' business processes over time (c.f. Tuli et al., 2007). Specifi-
cally, by highlighting the different processes and activities, the
framework sheds light on the responsibilities and resources needed
during customer value assessment on solution offerings. While

customer value assessment is traditionally regarded as the sales
unit's responsibility (e.g., Anderson et al., 2006; Terho et al., 2012),
our findings are in line with recent solutions research, which asserts
that effective solutions delivery needs support from all functions in
the firm (Tuli et al., 2007; Storbacka, 2011). For example, the sales
unit is typically responsible for value potential identification, while
delivery and service units might be responsible for baseline assess-
ment and long-term value realization.

Third, while the extant literature on solutions emphasizes the
need for value-based pricing (e.g., Bonnemeier et al., 2010;
Storbacka, 2011), only a little insight is offered on how this is
done in practice, as there is a lack of methods for translating the
perceived customer value into pricing strategies (Sharma & Iyer,
2011, p. 725). The proposed framework suggests a method for trans-
lating the value created by solution offerings for customers into pric-
ing strategies. For example, value potential identification and
baseline assessment can be used to specify customer baseline
performance in selected areas, which is utilized as a basis for setting
prices according to the improved performance levels or realized
economic results (c.f. Hünerberg & Hüttmann, 2003). In particular,
as the framework is geared towards assessing the value that a solu-
tion offering realizes for a customer in the long-term, rather than
the transaction value of the offering, it can be related to the
long-term economic results of the customer, such as increased reve-
nue, cost savings or balance sheet effects (c.f. Storbacka, 2011). By
making long-term economic results visible, suppliers can make
“gain-sharing” arrangements, where payments are directly linked
to the customer's business performance, more attractive to cus-
tomers (Sawhney, 2006). Suppliers can utilize the proposed frame-
work in making long-term economic results visible, and formulate
“gain-sharing” arrangements, where payments are directly linked
to the customer's business performance, more attractive to cus-
tomers (Sawhney, 2006).

Finally, while the proposed framework takes into account how
complex solution offerings improve customers' business processes
over time, our literature review and findings indicate that assessing
the intangible value of solutions is highly challenging. Several in-
terviewees explained that customers derived intangible benefits,
such as increased skills and knowledge, ease of operations, reduced
risk, or improved working conditions, and often appreciate them as
add-on benefits. But unless the supplier could specify how the in-
tangible benefits improved its customers' performance, the cus-
tomers rarely acknowledged the intangible benefits in the price
paid to the supplier. On one hand, this might be due to games
that buyers play with suppliers, i.e. they do not deliberately want
to recognize the intangible value so they would not have to pay
for it4 (c.f. Håkansson & Waluszewski, 2013). Alternatively, it
might be difficult for a supplier to quantify the monetary impact
of intangible benefits that often emerge through interaction and
the implementation of a solution offering, such as increased exper-
tise and knowledge, or the sense of relief gained from professional
support. For example, due to the high risks and uncertainty inher-
ent in solutions, the reputation and reliability of a supplier are
often important criteria for many buyers; however, the added
value these elements deliver to the customer is often very difficult
to assess.

5.1. Managerial implications

For managers, the findings from this study offer four important in-
sights. First, our study indicates that customer value assessment is not
just a one-off event that can be conducted by sending a customer

4 We thank the anonymous reviewer for pointing this out.
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satisfaction survey after the solution is delivered. Instead, it is an on-
going process, which begins before and continues long after delivery,
often until the end of a solution offering's life-cycle. Managers need to
be aware of the long-lasting nature of customer value assessment,
and coordinate the different functions and units responsible for the
key processes accordingly. Specifically, we recommend that managers
pay special attention to long-term value realization, which is the most
critical, yet often neglected, process. Solution suppliers are often
pressed by time and results, and salespeople, who are typically re-
sponsible for the “front-end” of customer value assessment, need to
focus on closing the next customers. Therefore, managers must en-
sure that the responsibility for the long-term value realization pro-
cess is clearly specified for the sales unit, or smoothly shifted to the
service or project management unit.

Second, the findings from this study indicate that customers' re-
luctance to cooperate and centralized purchasing strategies repre-
sent typical barriers for customer value assessment. Cooperative
customers can be great assets to suppliers, as they provide easier
access to their business operations and performance data. Howev-
er, as the personnel with whom suppliers need to get involved
might have very little to do with the actual investment decision,
they might be reluctant to sacrifice their time and energy. There-
fore, managers need to find ways to motivate and encourage cus-
tomers' personnel to cooperate, as they are often pivotal to
successful customer value assessment. Also, due to the high invest-
ment costs involved in solutions, customers often have centralized
purchasing or sourcing units. However, sourcing units are often
rewarded for lowering short-term costs, and thus tend to evaluate
solution offerings based on the lowest price received. Therefore, we
recommend that managers find ways to gain access to customers'
executives who understand the value potential from the supplier's
offering and have enough influence to steer decisions internally in
favor of the supplier.

Third, if managers do not have time or resources to go through all
the processes involved in customer value assessment – or quantify
the monetary impact on customers' businesses - they can alternatively
use visualization strategies (e.g., Kindström et al., 2012), which rely
on qualitative evidence. Advantages of visualization strategies are
the ease and low cost of usage. In their simplest form, they might be
stickers put on a customer's equipment or tools and spare parts
used in customers' processes, or badges on service technicians' uni-
forms. However, the pitfall of visualization strategies is that they
tend to emphasize intangible value and, as such, might not resonate
well with buyers who evaluate offerings based on cost savings or low-
est price received.

Finally, considering that industrial suppliers increasingly seek
service-led growth, customer value assessment provides man-
agers with a potential service business opportunity. For exam-
ple, best practice firms in B2B markets conduct baseline
assessments for a fee to help their customers understand how
to improve their operations (e.g., Anderson & Narus, 1998). Howev-
er, although the managers in our study indicated that their accumu-
lated process experience enabled them to identify opportunities for
cost reductions and/or performance improvements for customers,
this type of service was not commercialized in any of the interviewed
companies. Thus, we encourage managers to recognize that they
might already have the resources and skills to conduct baseline as-
sessments, and move from service for free to fee.

5.2. Limitations and future research directions

In this study, we examined the complex phenomenon of custom-
er value assessment in B2B markets from the perspectives of three
solution suppliers. Our findings suggest preliminary insights on
this increasingly important issue, but given the explorative nature
of this study, they come with limitations which need to be

considered. First, the present study is limited and context bound
to three industries, namely the metallurgical, chemical, and paper
and fiber technology industries. Furthermore, the adopted perspec-
tive of three solution suppliers emphasizes large scale process in-
dustries and “big ticket” items. This might affect the findings. For
example, the high frequency of trial runs in our data might not be
so prominent with B2B offerings of lesser value. Therefore, an im-
portant step for future research is to examine customer value as-
sessment in a broader set of B2B firms to expand the proposed
framework, and to generalize the findings towards a more general
theory on customer value assessment in B2B markets (e.g., Payne
& Holt, 2001; Lindgreen et al., 2012). In particular, as customer
value assessment is typically a very challenging exercise, valuable
insights could be sought from best practice firms that have system-
atic tools and practices for customer value assessment (e.g.,
Anderson et al., 2006).

Second, the present study was conducted from the suppliers'
perspective and, as such, it provides only the sellers perspective
on what represents customer value. This is a major limitation,
and examining customers' perceptions of value expected and de-
rived from solutions would complement our findings. In particu-
lar, adopting the customer's perspective might shed more light
on intangible value and relational benefits delivered apart from
the core offering. For example, earlier research clearly demon-
strates that customers' perceptions of value can change over
time (Beverland & Lockshin, 2003) and are not always related
only to monetary gains (Macdonald et al., 2011). Furthermore,
the solution literature increasingly assumes that solution offerings
provide more value to customers than might be gained individual-
ly from their components alone (Evanschitzky et al., 2011). This
implies that integrating products and services into complete solu-
tions provides intangible benefits to a customer (i.e., relief or
sense of reassurance from not having to purchase and integrate
the individual components on their own). Given that a consider-
able proportion of the value derived from solution offerings
might be intangible (Jaakkola & Hakanen, 2013; Prior, 2013),
assessing intangible benefits derived from integrated solutions
represents a fruitful area for future customer value and solutions
research.

6. Conclusions

Customer value is one of the key concepts in marketing, and
assessing the value delivered to customers is a major challenge for
industrial firms that provide solution offerings. In this exploratory
study, we empirically examined the process of customer value as-
sessment from the perspectives of three solution suppliers. Based
on the findings generated through in-depth interviews with 18
managers, this study suggests a tentative, process-based framework
for customer value assessment comprising five key processes: value
potential identification, baseline assessment, performance evalua-
tion, long-term value realization, and systematic data management.
We have examined these processes in detail, and propose their
application in both research and practice. Given the increasing im-
portance of customer value assessment, we hope that our explor-
atory study offers new insights and fuels further research on this
critical area.
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Abstract 

Customer value is increasingly recognised as one of the key concepts in marketing. While the 

extant literature has expended considerable effort on rethinking how suppliers create and 

deliver value to customers, little research has been conducted to examine how suppliers can 

assess the value realized by customers. Based on an exploratory field study using a grounded 

theory approach, we collected data from a) 18 qualitative interviews in three pilot firms, and 

b) 21 qualitative interviews in seven best practice firms in customer value assessment. 

Grounded by the insights from altogether 39 interviews with managers in ten different 

industrial firms, this paper examines the process of customer value assessment in B2B 

markets. The present study identifies four key phases involved in the process of customer 

value assessment; value potential identification, baseline assessment, long-term value 

realization, and systematic data management, and integrates them into a managerially 

grounded framework.  The findings from this study contribute to the literature on customer 

value and provide useful insights for managers on how to assess the value created for 

customers. 

Keywords: Customer value, customer value assessment, best practice, B2B market, 

grounded theory  

Paper type: Competitive 
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THE PROCESS OF CUSTOMER VALUE ASSESSMENT  

IN B2B MARKETS: INSIGHTS FROM BEST PRACTICES  

 
INTRODUCTION 

Customer value is one of the most central themes in marketing theory and practice. It is 

increasingly recognized as a key concept both in marketing (Anderson et al., 2009; Ulaga, 

2011, Lindgreen et al., 2012) and management literature (e.g. Lepak et al., 2007), and it has 

long been considered fundamental to a firm´s competitive advantage (Slater, 1997; Woodruff, 

1997). Recent research has emphasized the key role of customer value by focusing on value-

based selling (Terho et al., 2012) and differentiation (Ulaga & Eggert, 2006), value co-

creation (Grönroos & Voima, 2013), value appropriation (Wagner et al., 2010) and customer 

value management (Anderson et al., 2006). While scholars have emphasized evaluating and 

managing the value of customers (Schultze et al., 2012; Kumar et al., 2013), less attention has 

been paid to how the value realized by customers can be managed. Accordingly, despite the 

increasing interest, customer value literature is still emerging, and several research gaps need 

to be filled, especially related to how customer value can be evaluated and assessed in B2B 

markets (Lindgreen et al., 2012). 

 

Customer value assessment refers to evaluating and communicating the value created for (and 

with) customers (c.f. Payne & Frow, 2005; Anderson et al., 2006). In B2B markets, buyers 

expect suppliers to demonstrate the improved performance and/or cost savings their offerings 

will deliver (Wouters et al., 2009). To evaluate how their value proposition will impact the 

customers´ business, suppliers need to conduct a customer value assessment (Anderson et al., 

2006). However, this is a challenging task. The value perceived by customers is often highly 

subjective (Vargo & Lusch, 2008), and usually realized in-use (Grönroos, 2011) and over a 

long period of time (Tuli et al., 2007). According to a recent survey of more than 300 B2B 

managers, customer value assessment is the single most critical challenge faced by 

practitioners (ISBM, 2012).  

 

Prior research has identified methods and best practices for customer value assessment in 

B2B markets (e.g. Anderson et al., 1993; 2006), but they are designed predominantly for 

physical products, and have difficulties with assessing the value of complex and service 

intensive offerings. This is reflected in practice, where, customer value assessment represents 

an “Achilles heel” for many industrial firms providing combinations of products and services, 

i.e. customer solutions and hybrid offerings (Tuli et al., 2007; Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011). 

Therefore, more understanding about customer value assessment in B2B markets is needed. 

This study focuses on examining customer value assessment from the supplier´s perspective. 

To address this academically and managerially relevant issue, we examine the process of 

customer value assessment in B2B markets. Specifically, we address the following research 

question 1) What are the key phases in the process of customer value assessment?  

 

Given that the academic literature on customer value assessment in B2B markets remains 

scarce, we answer this question through an exploratory field study, which aims to extend 

existing theory. Specifically, we employ a qualitative study applying a grounded theory 

approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2009). In practice, we conducted depth interviews with 39 

managers from ten firms operating in B2B markets. We paid particular attention to the 

selection of the firms in our study. First, we approached three firms who were implementing 

customer value assessment practices in their operations. Informed by the preliminary 
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findings, we carefully sought and approached seven best-practice firms in customer value 

assessment, and refined our findings. 

This study makes two key contributions: First, we develop an empirically grounded 

framework that sheds light on the process of customer value assessment in B2B markets (c.f. 

Woodruff & Flint, 2006). Specifically, our findings suggest that the process of customer 

value assessment involves four distinct phases: 1) value potential identification, 2) baseline 

assessment, 3) long-term value realization, and 4) systematic data management. The proposed 

framework responds to recent calls to develop new methods and tools for customer value 

assessment in B2B markets (e.g. Oström et al., 2010; Lindgreen et al., 2012; ISBM, 2012). 

Second, our findings challenge the conventional notion that customer value assessment is 

only the sales unit´s responsibility (e.g. Anderson et al., 2007), and suggest that customer 

value assessment is a company-wide initiative.  

The rest of the article proceeds as follows. First, we review the extant customer value 

literature, and highlight the gaps in the literature. Second, we present our qualitative study, 

and based on the findings, propose an empirically grounded framework and derive insights on 

the critical success factors involved in customer value assessment in B2B markets. Finally, 

we present our conclusions, and suggest managerial implications and areas for future 

research. 

 

CURRENT STATE OF CUSTOMER VALUE RESEARCH 

Customer value has been discussed extensively in different streams of research (e.g. Payne & 

Holt, 2001; Lindgreen et al., 2012). It is usually viewed as the customer’s subjective 

perception of the benefits and costs involved in the exchange (Ulaga & Eggert, 2006; Blocker 

et al., 2011), which can be understood both in monetary and non-monetary terms (Biggeman 

& Buttle, 2012). Monetary benefits may include e.g. increased revenues or decreased costs, 

while non-monetary benefits and costs can vary from increased trust, reputation, comfort, and 

ease of use, to the time, effort, and energy expended in the exchange (e.g. Grönroos, 2011). 

The benefits and costs are always individual perceptions, determined in the social and 

cognitive processes in the customer’s mind (Payne et al., 2008) rather than as functions of the 

qualities or attributes of a certain offering. Thus, each customer may have a subjective view 

on the benefits and costs that embody value (Helkkula et al., 2012), and it is usually the 

supplier’s responsibility to ensure that a mutual understanding of value is jointly constructed 

(Aarikka-Stenroos, & Jaakkola, 2012). 

 

Recent research emphasizes that instead of providing products and services for customers, 

suppliers create value by assisting customers in their own operations by sharing and 

integrating resources that go beyond products and services, such as skills and knowledge (e.g. 

Payne et al., 2008). According to this view, suppliers make value propositions, offering value 

potential, which (if accepted), is realized in the customers own value generating processes as 

a value-in-use over time (Möller & Törrönen, 2003; Grönroos & Voima, 2013). This is 

especially prevalent in B2B markets, where industrial firms are increasingly moving from 

pure product offerings towards hybrid offerings, aimed at realizing value for the customer 

(Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011). Similarly, instead of bundles of products and services, customers 

view these offerings as relational processes, consisting of requirements definition, 

customization and integration, deployment and post-deployment support (Tuli et al., 2007). 

This is in line with means-end chain theory, which attributes the highest customer value not 

to the purchased products or services, but to the outcomes realized by using them (e.g. 

Gutman, 1982; Woodruff, 1997).  
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Despite the advances in customer value research, understanding and assessing the value 

created for customers, particularly in B2B markets, remains a major challenge for both 

scholars (e.g. Payne & Holt, 2001; Lindgreen et al., 2012), and practitioners (ISBM, 2012). 

Although such methods as Value Analysis (Miles, 1961; Gale 1994) and Servqual 

(Parasuraman et al., 1988) have provided initial insight on customer value assessment, they 

are developed in consumer markets, and tend to evaluate consumers´ feelings of satisfaction 

based on a comparison between expected and perceived quality. On the other hand, scholars 

have also identified best practices for customer value assessment in B2B markets (Anderson 

et al., 1993; 2006), but they work best with physical products, and have difficulties with 

complex and service intensive offerings. Also, the organizational purchasing literature 

addresses different activity based costing applications, such as total cost of ownership 

(Wouters et al., 2005) and life-cycle costing (e.g. Asiedu & Gu, 1998). However, they focus 

on costs, not benefits, and are extraordinarily difficult to implement in practice due to the 

amount of time, data, and cooperation required (Wouters et al., 2009).  

 

Furthermore, most of the value assessment methods that are proposed in the extant literature 

are static in nature, and tend to focus on the economic consequences of purchasing an object 

of exchange, such as a product or service offering (Corsaro & Snehota, 2010). In contrast, 

particularly in B2B markets, the realization of customer value occurs through interaction in 

the series of relational processes (Tuli et al., 2007; Payne et al., 2008). In other words, when 

actors of the supplier and its customer share and integrate resources such as skills and 

knowledge, they continuously create, define, and perceive what is of value to them 

subjectively in that specific moment (Cantù et al., 2012; Edvardsson et al., 2011). This makes 

customer value assessment particularly challenging, because the supplier’s production 

activities can lead only to the generation of potential value, which is perceived prior delivery, 

or at the point of sale, but the realized customer value (sometimes objectively measureable, 

sometimes subjectively perceived) occurs in the usage process, and is experienced and 

perceived over time (Macdonald et al., 2011; Grönroos & Voima, 2013). Although the 

phenomenological nature of customer value has been recognized on a theoretical level (e.g. 

Vargo & Lusch, 2008), there is a need to develop customer value assessment methods that 

take into account the “complexity of actors’ perceptions of value, particularly related to the 

numerous intangible, intrinsic and emotional factors” over time (Corsaro et al., 2013, see also 

Prior, 2013). 

 

Although scholars have expended considerable effort on rethinking how firms create and 

deliver value to customers (Lindgreen et al., 2012; Grönroos & Voima, 2013), only little 

research has been conducted to examine the process through which customer value is 

assessed (c.f. Payne & Holt, 2001; Woodruff and Flint 2006, p. 188). This is also evident in 

the recent review of the customer value research in B2B markets, where Lindgreen et al. 

(2012) point out that as our understanding of customer value has evolved from objects of 

exchange towards processes of exchange, we need new methods to assess customer value in 

B2B markets. Similar need is also noted in the more managerial literature, where several 

authors have pointed out that industrial firms require specific processes and tools to 

document and communicate the value-in-use created for customers (e.g. Anderson et al., 

2006; Oström et al., 2010; Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011; ISBM, 2012). Motivated by and building 

on the above research calls, we empirically examine the process and key phases involved in 

customer value assessment in B2B markets.  
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METHODOLOGY 

Given that the prior knowledge on customer value assessment in B2B markets is scarce, our 

study is explorative in nature. As our aim is to analyse the process of customer value 

assessment in B2B markets, we used an inductive qualitative method, which is suitable for 

both theory-building (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) and process research (c.f. Coviello & 

Joseph, 2012). Specifically, we adopted a discovery oriented, grounded theory approach 

(Glaser & Strauss 1967). Grounded theory is designed to build theory about phenomenon that 

is under-researched or relatively early stage of development through a research process which 

emphasizes discovery from empirical field data and avoids priori theorization (Shah & 

Corley, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2009). It is increasingly used in marketing research (e.g. Epp 

& Price, 2011; Coviello & Joseph, 2012). Similar to Tuli et al. (2007), and Ulaga and 

colleagues (2006; 2011), we aimed to develop our framework from a managerial perspective, 

and derived insights from practitioners into the process and key phases involved in customer 

value assessment. This approach is particularly suited to the present study, since customer 

value assessment represents a major challenge for industrial firms (Ulaga & Reinartz, 2011; 

ISBM, 2012), but the academic literature lacks a clear and thorough examination of the 

process and activities related to it (c.f. Payne & Holt, 2001; Payne & Frow, 2005). 

Data collection 

The research process proceeded in two major phases. Consistent with prior studies (e.g. Tuli 

et al., 2007; Coviello & Joseph, 2012), we used theoretical sampling, and allowed the 

emerging findings guide the data collection (Corbin & Strauss, 2009, p. 144). First, we 

conducted interviews with 18 managers in three industrial firms (henceforth referred as pilot 

firms) operating in metallurgical, chemical, and paper and fiber technology industries during 

autumn 2011. These industries are characterized by complex and service-intensive offerings, 

whose value is often difficult to assess. The selection of this setting was informed by Ulaga 

and Reinartz, (2011), who found that customer value assessment is specifically challenging 

for industrial firms providing hybrid offerings (i.e. combinations of products and services). 

All the three pilot firms indicated customer value assessment as one of their primary 

concerns, and had implemented internal initiatives to develop their capabilities in this 

domain. However, based on the initial analyses, it became clear that the concerns the 18 

managers in these firms expressed focused on the systematic management of the customer 

value assessment process. 

In the second phase, we elaborated our interview guide based on the emergent findings 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). We carefully sought firms that fulfilled the following specific 

criteria: They 1) have systematic practices and/or tools for customer value assessment, 2) 

operate in a variety of B2B industries to gain a rich picture about the phenomenon, and 3) 

have a successful track record. We used managerial articles and reports (Anderson et al., 

1998; 2006; 2008; ISBM, 2012) to identify 21 different B2B firms who were referred as best-

practice suppliers in customer value assessment. We then cross-referenced the identified 

firms against Forbes Global 2000 list to indicate which of these firms 1) are leaders in their 

field, and 2) operate globally. This reduced the number of firms to nine. Subsequently, we 

identified four additional firms from the Forbes Global 2000 list, which 1) reported specific 

value-based management programs in their websites or annual reports, and 2) ranked among 

the top three in their industries. We then contacted all the 13 firms that fulfilled our selection 

criteria to assess whether they had systematic management practices and tools for customer 

value assessment, and were willing to participate in the study and provide access to 

information. Seven of these firms agreed to take part in our study. These firms (henceforth 
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referred as best practice firms) operate in various industries, including IT solutions, industrial 

bearings, electrical equipment, management consulting, and database management,  We 

interviewed one to four managers at each firm during autumn 2012 – summer 2013, 

conducting a total of 21 interviews.  

Thus, our data set includes altogether 39 interviews at ten different industrial firms (see Table 

1), which is consistent with sample sizes recommended for exploratory research (McCracken 

1988, p. 17). As we relied on key informants (Kumar et al., 1993), we invited only senior 

level managers to participate in the study. The majority of the participants occupied senior 

level positions such as Sales Director or Head of Business Unit, and the average industry 

experience of all the participants was approximately 17 years, indicating substantial 

management and industrial experience (c.f. Payne & Frow, 2005). An overview of the sample 

characteristics appears in Appendix 1. In addition, internal documents, including process 

frameworks, strategic plans, documented business cases, white papers, project diaries, and 

training material were used as a secondary data source. Internal documents provided deeper 

insight into the actual process, key activities, and success factors involved in customer value 

assessment, as well as elaborated and confirmed the interview data. In total, we received 445 

pages of internal documentation.  

The interviews were semi-structured (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 469), including open-ended 

questions on the firms’ current value assessment practices, and in particular, on the key 

phases involved in a systematic customer value assessment. This approach enabled a 

profound focus on the issues that emerged during the interviews (Creswell, 2013, p. 47). To 

facilitate the process, participants were asked to describe the central phases of customer value 

assessment, which were then probed further to identify different activities and their specific 

dimensions. The interviews were concluded by providing the participants a brief summary of 

the key findings across firms. This provided an opportunity for the participants to reflect on 

their interpretation, and it also ensured that any information or interpretation that might be 

relevant to understanding the customer value assessment process was elicited. 

Table 1. Profiles of firms that participated in the study. 
Firm Industry Turnover (€M) Employees Interviews 

Pilot firms  

Outotec Metallurgical technology 1,300 > 3,800 6 

Kemira Chemical technology 2,200 > 5,000 6 

Metso Paper and fibre technology 6,600 > 30,000 6 

Best practice firms  

SKF Industrial bearings 7,700 > 14,600 2 

Parker Industrial equipment (e.g., hydraulics) 12,000 > 60,000 3 

SAP Enterprise software 14,200 > 55,700 3 

Accenture Management consulting and technology 

services 

23,200 > 249,000 4 

Oracle Computer hardware and enterprise 

software 

29,000 > 118,000 2 

ABB Power and automation technology 31,300 > 145,000 3 

IBM Business & IT solutions 83,700 > 433,300 4 
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Data analysis and interpretation 

The interviews lasted between 39 and 117 minutes and were conducted face-to-face, except 

for eleven interviews which were conducted by telephone. Each interview was audio-taped 

and transcribed verbatim, which resulted in 579 pages of text. In order to examine the process 

and identify the key phases involved in customer value assessment, we employed grounded 

theory coding, involving open, axial, and selective coding (e.g. Corbin & Strauss, 2009). The 

analysis began already during the interviews, as the first author captured the initial 

impressions of the key phases in each firm into memos, where the early emerging firm-

specific patterns started to take shape (Charmaz, 2006).   

The lead researcher performed the open coding. To gain a fine-grained understanding of the 

key phases involved in the process of customer value assessment, the open coding was used 

to identify relevant activities involved in each activity. Any activities that emerged during the 

analysis were transcribed and labelled with in-vivo codes, describing the concepts based on 

the actual language used by the participants (Corbin & Strauss, 2009). Given the large 

volume of data, QSR Nvivo9 software and MS Word tabling were employed to facilitate 

early conceptualizations of data and subsequent theory construction (c.f. Bazeley, 2007). At 

this stage 14 different activities were identified from the data. We then jointly compared the 

results, merged together similar activities, and renamed some activities to better describe their 

content. This reduced the number of potential activities to 11. Consistent with Tuli et al., 

(2007), we relied on three key criteria to decide on whether to include specific activities. 

First, is it applicable beyond a very specific context? Second, did multiple participants 

mention it? And third, does it go beyond the obvious to provide interesting and useful 

conclusions?  

For the axial coding, we compared the activities according to their properties and dimensions, 

and then organized them into tentative categories, which led to the emergence of five 

preliminary phases. We used “temporal bracketing” (Langley, 1999), and organised the data 

into discrete but connected blocks according their chronological order. This allowed us to 

identify and compare activity sequences over time and link activities to specific phases. We 

first carefully analysed the emerging process patterns within firms by using interview data, 

memos, and archival material. As patterns emerged, we moved to comparing and contrasting 

them between firms, and also against literature (c.f. Corbin & Strauss, 2009). This helped us 

to redefine one preliminary phase into an activity level.  As the analysis progressed, we 

revisited the data, and refined our interpretations of the remaining phases by merging two 

activities, dividing one activity into two, and further renaming some activities to better 

illustrate their content. Finally, for the selective coding, we integrated the remaining four key 

phases and 12 activities into an overall framework.   
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FINDINGS 

 

The depth interviews with 39 managers revealed that customer value assessment is indeed a 

key challenge for industrial firms (ISBM, 2012). The participants in our study frequently 

explained that as customers have become increasingly conscious about prices and the value 

received, it is critical for supplier to be able to assess the value created for customers. For 

example, the Managing Director of the industrial bearings supplier and the Sales Director of 

the management consulting firm, who were both charging premium prices their industry, 

explained the following: 

 
“We are the market leader, the quality leader, and most likely the price leader, but customers 

consolidate their buying, and are significantly more conscious about price than before. So if we 

can´t assess these things, demonstrate the value we provide, then our brand, or our quality 

image, it is not enough alone, we are out of the business if we can´t do it. So for us, it is like a 

question of life and death.”  

 
“It is everyday life for us. We can´t sell anything unless we can somehow demonstrate the value 

for the customer. All our selling efforts start from figuring out what is our customer value, we 

talk about value propositions, and how we can demonstrate that value to the customers.” 

 

In six of the best practice firms included in the study customer value assessment was 

perceived as a firm-wide effort, which involved buy-in and resources from several 

departments. In the managers’ language, customer value assessment was often considered as 

a “strategy”, or “value management concept”. Most of these firms had designated units that 

were directly responsible for assessing the value created for customers. In addition, in the 

industrial equipment firm customer value assessment was initially perceived under the 

purview of value-based selling, but the participants in this firm described several related 

activities, such as value prototyping or documenting the realized customer value, which were 

out of their sales unit´s scope. The following citations illustrate how customer value 

assessment was viewed among the interviewed firms: 

 
“In every case, we try to make a value analysis, what it means to the customer to buy our 

products, what it costs to him, and how much he will save both in the short and long term. And 

after we have closed the deal, we make sure that in the long term, everything has realized.” 

(Sales Manager, Industrial equipment supplier) 

 

“I think it as a value management concept. It has to be positioned as a larger effort of which 

customers are also responsible, and we are there to help them. In that sense, it is not only a sales 

tool… It is so central factor in our business, that it is good to have your own unit and dedicated 

resources for that. “(Senior Principal, enterprise software supplier) 

 

“Customer value assessment is a very broad concept ... It begins by identifying the customer´s 

needs, and then we identify a solution from our broad offering portfolio that solves a specific, 

high value need for the customer. Then we build our solution, or the value proposition, and sell 

it to the customer. Then, during the delivery, we make sure and monitor that the delivery goes 

as planned, and that the value proposition is realized. I see the [specific name] as a process, 

reaching from the beginning of the sales to the end of the project.” (Business Unit Executive, 

business & IT solutions supplier) 

 

All the best practice firms included in the study reported that they had either a specific 

process or structured methodology for customer value assessment, which was applied 

globally across all the units of the firm. On the other hand, only one of the pilot firms, the 

chemical technology firm, reported such a specific process. However, the activities and tasks 
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that regularly appeared in the pilot firm´s interview data were considered essential to 

systematic customer value assessment.  

 

Our data suggest that the process of customer value assessment involves four distinct phases: 

1) value potential identification, 2) baseline assessment, 3) long-term value realization, and 4) 

systematic data management (see Fig. 1). The first three phases are sequential, while 

systematic data management is on-going and parallel to the other phases. The data analysis 

indicated that the phases do not necessarily follow each other in a linear fashion, but may be 

overlapping and iterative. This is highlighted in the Fig. 1 by the arrows between the phases 

in both directions. For example, in practice, the value potential identification often continues 

to occur throughout the customer value assessment process, and this may re-launch new value 

assessment cycles. However, the order of the phases is reported here for illustrative purposes, 

and it reflects the general perspective shared by the participants. Each phase includes multiple 

activities, which we describe in the next sections. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. A proposed framework for customer value assessment. 

 

 

Value potential identification 

The findings suggest that the first key phase for customer value assessment is value potential 

identification. It refers to identifying how the supplier can add value to the customer´s 

business prior the delivery of the supplier´s offering. It includes understanding customer´s 

value creation logic, demonstrating customized value potential, and gaining customer´s 

sponsorship. 
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All the participants considered understanding customer´s value creation logic as a critical 

part of customer value assessment. They consistently underlined the need to understand 

customer´s industry, business processes, key people, and capabilities to understand what is 

valuable to the customer. Customers´ needs provided often a starting point for identifying the 

value potential, but the informants emphasized that it was important to understand customer´s 

business more broadly to proactively uncover latent needs and upcoming expectations which 

customers were currently unaware of. Supplier´s understanding of their customers´ business 

often facilitates shaping their value potential (Grönroos, 2011). As the Business Unit 

Executive of the business and IT solutions supplier explained: 

 
“You need to understand your customer´s business. Otherwise you can´t know what is valuable 

to the customer. You need to know the industry, and the specific situation of the customer. Only 

that way you are able to articulate the value with customer´s own language and terminology.” 

 

Demonstrating customized value potential was considered important, as the customers are not 

always able to foresee all the benefits involved with the supplier´s offering. The participants 

frequently explained that customers are increasingly adopting predetermined purchasing 

strategies for evaluating the value potential from the suppliers´ offerings. However, such 

predetermined strategies do not always take into account all the benefits and costs involved in 

a specific offering. Thus it was usually the supplier´s responsibility to make customers aware 

of the overall value potential, and this was often done by demonstrating the benefits other 

customer had received from similar offerings. As the Global Client Advisor of the computer 

hardware and enterprise software supplier pointed out: 

 
“Very often, it is not so clear and cut, the customers are not able to perceive all the benefits 

what are involved, or they don´t have the resources to do so. It takes a lot of background work 

to identify the customer´s key drivers, how our solution affects them, and what kind of benefits 

other customers in the same industry have got from it. Some benefits are soft, and some are 

monetary. It is a long story, but it might be a 40-50 page slideshow what is generated. It begins 

with the customer’s challenges, what they are trying to accomplish with our solution, what are 

the customer’s strategic goals, and based on that, we show how our solution fits in, build the 

value through that, and demonstrate the benefits that are important to this specific customer.” 

Individuals within customer organizations often perceive value in different ways. For 

example, in B2B context, customer value can be divided into benefits perceived at the 

organizational level, such as increased profits, and benefits perceived at the individual level, 

such as uncertainty reduction or social comfort (MacDonald et al., 2011). Overall, although 

customer value assessment is focused on organizational value, addressing value perceptions 

at individual level enhances the customer´s perception of the total value generated to them 

(c.f. Haas et al., 2011). The participants emphasized that although final buying decisions were 

usually made at a relatively high level within the organization, it was equally important to 

demonstrate the relevant aspects of the value potential for different individuals in the 

customer´s decision making unit. For example, the the Vice President of business 

development of the power and automation technology supplier explained: 

”You need to communicate right things to the right a person… the message about the benefits 

has to be customized. You talk to top management about different things than to production, 

and then at the floor level, it is again different. At the top, they emphasize monetary value, but it 

usually goes beyond the purchasing cost, it may be related to the benefits in the longer term… 

At the factory level, it is important to talk about the benefits that improve lead time, production, 

and output. And at the floor level, it´s about reacting quickly, doing things right at the first time, 

and taking care of things. The softer values come in here, did we consider environment, and 

especially the safety of the workers.”  
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The participants in the best practice firms explained that they trained their employees to use 

specific tools to identify key decision makers and their underlying value drivers. For 

example, both the industrial equipment supplier and the business & IT solutions supplier 

employed a technique called “pain-chain”, which involved analysing carefully how the 

“pains” from the customer´s initial problem were spread out to different individuals in the 

customer´s organization, and making a customized value proposition based on the analysis. 

On the other hand, the management consulting firm utilized advanced social analyses to 

determine the customer´s key decision makers and the value drivers that were important to 

them.  As the Senior Manager of the management consulting firm elaborated: 

“We use power-maps and social analyses. For example, in the power-map, we have the 

customer´s people, we know what kind of value drivers guide this person, he is very controlling, 

driven by results, and lives in tomorrow, not in three months. Then, on the other side, you have 

[name], who is very analytical, and then you have the rest.  Then we know our people, and we 

know the power relations between the people. For example, [name] and [name] have a weak 

bond. And we analyze this by using codes that indicate their relations to each other, to us, and to 

our competitors. We identify who is coaching who, who is the alpha dog, and how strong his 

influence is. And then we use this in our models… A certain social profile is linked to certain 

value drivers, and you can use it. For example, we might have a case with 10 analytical people 

and one expressive, who is a visionary, interested about future and innovation, and he is the 

sponsor. Then there can be two decision makers. With this kind of case, you need to help the 

two decision makers and the sponsor to see the vision, how much we increase their sales, what 

are the key results, all this in three slides. Then the other half, they are all about nuts and bolts, 

and you need to show them how it is done at the ground level.”  

As demonstrated above, the participants placed a high priority in identifying influential 

decision makers in the customer´s organization, and gaining customer´s sponsorship was 

frequently mentioned as the first formal review point where the decision whether to proceed 

to the baseline assessment was made. The participants reported that early in the process, they 

tried to find customer´s executives who understood the value potential from the supplier´s 

offering, and had enough influence to steer decisions internally. These executives acted often 

as sponsors for the supplier, helping them to access other decision makers higher in the 

hierarchy, and spreading awareness of the supplier´s value potential to deeper in the 

customer´s organization. As the Head of Presales and Solutions of the enterprise software 

supplier explained:  

“We need an internal sponsor from the customer, somebody who really understands it 

[supplier´s value potential], and can drive it forward. And very often we say that if you need 

support, we can come with you to tell this to your top management. But often it is a closed table 

from suppliers. So we need to find the guys who understand it, and coach the, let them in so 

deep that they can convince the top management and the decision making table.” 

 

Also, the participants explained that although access to customers’ resources, such as data, 

operational expertise, and manpower, made the value assessment process easier, it was 

usually challenging to get the customers involved. Often the people who need to be involved 

had nothing to do with the actual investment decision. Hence, the customer´s sponsor had 

usually a key role in influencing the process, as he was responsible for coordinating the 

customer´s resources and encouraging the customer´s personnel to work closely with the 

supplier. 
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Baseline assessment 

The findings suggest that the second key phase for customer value assessment is baseline 

assessment. It refers to the evaluation of the customers’ current performance prior the 

delivery of the supplier´s offering, in order to identify potential areas for development. It 

includes establishing a baseline, benchmark analysis, and specifying the value proposition. 

 

Establishing a baseline by determining the customer´s current performance in selected 

improvement areas was considered crucial in all the interviewed firms. A baseline provides a 

mutually agreed reference point to assess the impact of specific improvements to customer´s 

performance after implementing the supplier offering. The participants emphasized that 

establishing a reliable baseline was a difficult task, because it required a lot of data from the 

customers, who were sometimes either reluctant or unable to provide it to the supplier.  As 

the Sales Directors of the power and automation technology supplier and the management 

consulting firm explained: 

 
“We won´t start any projects without analyzing the baseline, what is the problem, what is the 

status. So we measure different things, what are the functional parameters in the process, like 

usability. How much it is, what the target level is, what the actions to get there are, and who you 

need to do it. And then we estimate the costs, show positive impact, and get the customer´s 

approval. And then we do it. And then afterwards, we can assess how much benefits it has brought 

to the customer. “ 

 

 

 
“Thinking about outsourcing or maintenance services, customers often want to tie them to 

business cases. So we take the current baseline, what are the costs for the current service, and then 

we figure out a good solution, what we can improve and what we can do with lower costs. And 

then we compare that to the baseline, and it will give you the business case.”  

Benchmark analysis was considered as an essential part of baseline assessment in most of the 

interviewed firms. While the baseline helps customers to identify internal problem areas, 

benchmarking allows them to compare their current business performance against other firms 

in the similar industry or with similar applications, and identify how much better their 

performance could be. Typically, the best practice firms had developed benchmark databases 

which contained documented information from previous deliveries. For example, the 

enterprise software supplier had a database that included more than 10 000 completed 

surveys from over 3000 organizations, and the industrial bearings supplier had more than 

23 000 documented business cases for 25 different user segments in their database. As the 

Senior Principal of the enterprise software supplier described: 

“We have more than 30 different process areas in our benchmarking program, including 

financial management, HR, or some newer areas, such as mobility, and the likes. We involve 

the user right from the start to bring the needed data and information. And everyone is usually 

very interested to benchmark their performance against competitors… That is what 

differentiates us…. We have thousands of firms for any business area, and when you do the 

benchmarking, there are hundreds points of data, it is an excellent database.  It is so unique, that 

it is likely that no other consulting firm has as massive benchmarking database as we do.  

The participants explained that due to lack of benchmark data and differences in customers´ 

processes, it was sometimes difficult to estimate the exact scope and size of the value 

potential in advance. In these cases, alternatively to benchmark analyses, all the firms 

conducted small scale experiments to analyse the potential effects of implementing their 

offering. Two of the firms, the enterprise software supplier and the industrial equipment 
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supplier, referred this as value prototyping. The other firms described similar activities, 

ranging from supplier-led laboratory tests, software configurations, and pilot plants to on-off 

tests and beta devices operated by the customer. This kind of activity was frequently 

mentioned as important to help both the supplier and the customer to anticipate how the 

supplier´s offering would improve the customer’s performance. Incidentally, as the pilot 

firms had not systemically documented previous customer deliveries to develop 

comprehensive databases, value prototyping was a typical activity in their customer value 

assessment processes.  

While the supplier´s value potential was usually jointly elaborated over time, the participants 

explained that a formal agreement that specified the value proposition signified the initiation 

of the implementation. The latitude of descriptions ranged from value realization and 

implementation plans to value blueprints and roadmaps, but the common theme was to 

specify the content of the supplier´s offering, the expected benefits for the customer, and the 

mutual implementation plan. As the Vice President of Sales of the paper and fiber technology 

supplier explained: 

 
“These things are always based on specifications. It might be three pages or 300 pages, where 

we specify precisely what the delivery includes and is supposed to achieve…The things the 

customer wants to realize in their upcoming investments or maintenance activities, the liability, 

the delivery, the content, they are specified, and then we agree on paper that this is how we 

operate within this timeframe and this is how much it costs. This is what you benefit and this is 

how much we benefit. So it will be clearly specified what are the expected outcomes from the 

customer´s side and what we are committed to do.” 

 

Long-term value realization 

The findings suggest that the third key phase for customer value assessment is long-term 

value realization. It refers to verifying and documenting that the identified value potential has 

been realized after the supplier´s offering has been delivered. The long-term value realization 

was considered critical, yet also the challenging phase for all the firms included in the study. 

As the delivered customer value is usually realized in the long run, it is often difficult to 

pinpoint the exact extent which the accrued value is due to the supplier´s offering, and not the 

customer´s own actions or external market conditions. In addition, the realized value is often 

dependent on the customer´s capabilities, i.e. ability to utilize the offering. As the Application 

Engineer of the metallurgical technology supplier emphasized: 

 
“You need to follow it regularly over the long-term, for example, how many things have 

changed after two years of use. You could imagine that before our system they were at level 1, 

after deploying the system they go higher, say to level 1.5, and when they learn how to use it 

optimally, or we train them to use it optimally, then after two years their level can be 2.1. It is 

not necessarily a linear, but definitely an ascending value trend … overall, the value assessment 

process should include two or three steps, the baseline assessment, the assessment after the 

deployment, and then the long-term assessment. ”  
 

The firms involved in the study aimed to verify the realized customer value in different ways. 

For example, all the pilot firms used customer satisfaction surveys and monthly follow-up 

meetings with customers to gain feedback and evaluate the key performance indicators. This 

was often considered as a reflective approach, which focused on evaluating what had 

happened after the supplier´s offering had been delivered. However, as the feedback gained 

this way was often based on customer´s subjective perceptions, it was usually difficult to 

make accurate assessment of the actual value created for customers.  
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In the best practice firms, customer satisfaction surveys and follow-up meetings were often 

considered as the basic approach, usually applied to product sales and one-off projects. In 

these firms, verifying the realized customer value for larger or more complex offerings was 

usually carried out through different services that helped customers to optimize their 

processes. Several participants referred this as strategic or value partnership, and explained 

that by servicing customers, they gained an access to customer´s product usage and process 

data, which allowed them to measure and verify the realized value accurately and an ongoing 

basis. All the best practice firms provided optimization or consulting services geared towards 

improving customer´s asset usage or process efficiency. For example, the industrial bearings 

supplier offered lubricant management optimization, and both enterprise software suppliers 

provided database optimization and consulting services to their customers.  

 

Finally, participants from the metallurgical, paper and fiber, and power and automation 

technology firms explained that they invested in smart technologies, which allowed then to 

remotely monitor and verify customer´s process performance, and thus quickly and 

accurately provide performance diagnosis and update customers about potential cost savings 

and process optimization patterns. For example, by remotely monitoring its variable speed 

drives and electronic motors, the power and automation technology supplier can verify its 

customer’s energy consumption and costs related it. Similarly, by remotely monitoring 

customer´s electrolytic metal refining processes, the metallurgical technology supplier can 

verify its customer’s process efficiency and operating costs. However, managers in these 

firms noted that remote monitoring requires usually deep investments in technology, which 

are often difficult to charge back from customers. 
 

Documenting the realized customer value was considered highly important in all the 

interviewed firms, as it communicates the eventual outcome to the customer, and also allows 

the supplier to showcase successful projects externally and internally. Case studies, success 

stories, customer references, and joint articles were frequently mentioned as usual ways to 

document the realized customer value. A typical case study described the customer, the 

problem, the supplier´s offering, and the benefits the customer received. Several participants 

from the best practice firms explained that they had developed specific database tools and 

templates to help documenting the realized value from their broad offerings portfolio. As the 

Business Unit Executive of the business and IT solutions supplier explained: 

 
“We have tens and tens of different application areas, and they can very different of each other. 

But we have prepared templates for them, and you can see the essentials quickly from there. 

Typically, they are for global use, so you need to first describe briefly the customer, the market 

he operates, the size of his business, his end customers, and the original need why he got the 

solution for. What products did it include? What services did it include? How long it took? 

What was the size of his investment, how much they paid for it? What kind of value the 

customer got, what was his payback?”  

 

However, although a high priority was given to documenting the realized customer value, the 

participants pointed out two particular challenges related to it. First, suppliers wanted to 

document the realized value in monetary terms, but customers were often reluctant to share 

the information about the actual cost savings or improved profits due to their sensitive nature 

or competitive pressures. Hence the documented customer cases usually emphasized 

technical details, such as the content of the offering or the improved performance parameters. 

As the the Vice President of business development of the power and automation technology 

supplier lamented:  
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“We usually document the situation, the deal, how much value we created based on the 

assessment we made. What was the energy consumption before, and what it is now? Or the 

efficiency from power plants was before this, and now it is that. But it is extremely difficult to 

get the customers to reveal the concrete numbers. They might just tell us the percentages, but 

when you talk about usability, OEE, they don´t want to tell their current performance. And then 

the case study will be technical jargon, like we improved 5 or 15 percent, but that does not tell 

you how much cost savings you got, and that is essential for marketing purposes… Customers 

see it as a business secret… or they tell you that can say it but you can´t print it anywhere.”  

Second, it was often difficult to manage and coordinate the documenting responsibilities, 

because the value was realized in the long-run, and the delivery involved often several 

different units from the supplier. As the Product Manager of the metallurgical technology 

supplier exemplified: 

 
“We haven´t thought that documenting would belong to the project management unit who 

deploys the offering.  Those people want to move to the next project. It is a commercial issue 

because you need to document what we achieved, so usually the customer interface needs to re-

capture the whole situation, or sometimes our service organization has to do it. In a way, it is an 

independent project to organize the verification campaign that way that we can document the 

results together with the customer. That takes time and is very challenging to organize in 

practice.” 

 

Systematic data management 

The findings suggest that the fourth key phase for customer value assessment is systematic 

data management, which was considered essential for managing all the other key activities. 

The participants explained that accurate customer value assessment requires gathering data 

and information from all the activities involved in the process. As the Sales Manager of the 

metallurgical technology supplier emphasized: 
 

“It should be taken into account in the sales processes that we need this kind of data from the 

delivery projects to ensure that we have delivered added value to the customer. It is the project 

manager’s responsibility to make sure we have determined the baseline and the end 

performance, but all our delivery, service, and sales processes have to support that, so it has to 

be thought through that this is the data we need and this is the way to collect it.” 

As illustrated above, customer value assessment may often involve several different units 

from the supplier. For example, sales unit is typically responsible for value potential 

identification, while service, delivery, or the project management unit may be responsible for 

baseline assessment and long-term value realization. Due to the cross-functional nature and 

number of different units involved in the process, sharing data between units was considered 

important. Consequently, the participants described three alternative approaches for data 

management during the value assessment process.  

 

In the pilot firms and in the industrial equipment firm the responsibility for data management 

belonged primarily to the sales units, whose task was to produce documented value 

calculations and success stories for sales and marketing purposes. However, given that sales 

unit is usually focused on the next potential customer after closing a deal, this approach had 

difficulties with managing the customer data from post-delivery activities. In the industrial 

bearings, power and automation, and the business & IT solutions firms the responsibility for 

data management was divided and defined separately for each unit involved in the customer 

value assessment process. As the Nordics Region Leader of the business and IT solutions 

supplier explained: 
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“In practice, customer value assessment is based on our lifecycle. First we identify the 

customer´s need, we define it, we validate it from our and their perspective, we conceptualize it, 

we sell it, we deliver it, we close it, and we follow up whether the customer was satisfied. It 

includes at least those phases. And of course different people are responsible for each phase. So 

we have described the responsibilities and roles for each person. For example, when we move 

from sales to delivery, usually the salesperson has some role in delivery, but there are so many 

other people coming in. We have defined how the people from the next phase already come in 

during the previous phase, what their role is there, and if someone is going to exit that lifecycle, 

how he is involved in the next phase, to make sure that the stick won´t drop and is well 

received. So we have planned how it is done, and we manage and follow up that the right people 

do it.” 

This approach required firms to proactively predetermine the key phases involved in 

customer value assessment during their offerings´ life-cycles, and the resources needed at 

each phase. Finally, in both the enterprise software firms and in the management consulting 

firm the responsibility for data management was often assigned to specific key account teams 

or individuals, often referred as value specialists or value architects inside the firm, who were 

involved in all the phases of the customer value assessment process by identifying the value 

potential, measuring baseline and documenting the realized value. This approach was usually 

the most resource-intensive, as it required firms to establish designated units and/or 

organizational roles whose mission was to facilitate the customer value assessment process.  

 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Customer value is increasingly recognised as one of the key concepts in marketing, and 

considerable research efforts have been expended to rethink how suppliers create and deliver 

value to customers. However, only little research has been conducted to examine how 

suppliers can assess the value realized by customers. Given the critical importance of 

customer value assessment, particularly in B2B markets (ISBM, 2012; Lindgreen et al., 

2012), there is a need for more theory development. The purpose of this exploratory study 

was to contribute to theory development by exploring the process of, and specifically the key 

phases involved in customer value assessment in B2B markets.  

 

The findings from this study contribute to the literature on customer value in B2B markets in 

three important ways. First, although extant literature has emphasized that customer value is 

experienced and perceived through different phases in business relationships (Helkkula et al., 

2012; Grönroos & Voima, 2013), empirical research exploring how this value is assessed 

remains scarce (c.f. Parasumaran et al., 1988; Macdonald et al., 2011). In this study, we 

develop an empirically grounded framework that sheds light on the process of customer value 

assessment in B2B markets (c.f. Woodruff & Flint, 2006), and responds to the recent calls to 

develop new methods for customer value assessment in B2B markets (e.g. Oström et al., 

2010; Lindgreen et al., 2012). Specifically, our findings suggest that the process of customer 

value assessment involves four distinct phases: 1) value potential identification, 2) baseline 

assessment, 3) long-term value realization, and 4) systematic data management. These phases 

illustrate how suppliers (and customers) interpret and “freeze” the subjective perceptions of 

value that is offered, (co-)created, and realized through interactions in relationships over time 

(Payne et al., 2008; Grönroos & Voima, 2013). More specifically, the findings emphasize that 

suppliers need to assess how they improve customer’s business processes over time, instead 

of assessing the value embodied in the products or services transacted between buyers and 

sellers. This suggests that customer value assessment needs to be closely aligned with the 

relational process view (Tuli et al. 2007), and provides preliminary insight into how the value 

of relationships in B2B markets may be assessed (Corsaro & Snehota, 2010). 



16 
 

 

Second, although a considerable proportion of the value that customers derive from their 

interactions with the supplier may be intangible, assessing the emotional and intrinsic 

components of customer-perceived value has been traditionally challenging (c.f. Vargo and 

Lusch 2008; Corsaro et al., 2013; Prior, 2013). In our study, the best practice firms employed 

systematic analyses to determine how individual decision influencers in the customer’s 

organization experienced and perceived the value potential from their offerings, and what 

kind of meanings different individuals attached to their value proposition before, during, and 

after the value delivery process. Although intangible benefits, such as increased skills and 

knowledge, social comfort, or reduced risk, were often difficult to quantify in exact numbers, 

the best practice suppliers acknowledged them in their value potential, and explored how 

customers eventually experienced and realized the subjective component of perceived value. 

Addressing the subjective value perceptions at the individual level complements the 

customer’s perception of the value potential at the collective level, which is often restricted to 

financial value only (c.f. Corsaro & Snehota, 2010). These findings complement earlier 

studies, that suggest that a failure to account for customers collective and relational value 

perceptions leads often to under-realized value potential (Epp & Price, 2011; Jaakkola & 

Hakanen, 2013).  

 

Third, our findings challenge the conventional notion that customer value assessment is only 

the sales unit´s responsibility (e.g. Anderson et al., 2007; Terho et al., 2012), and suggest that 

customer value assessment is a company-wide initiative, involving several organizational 

units from the supplier. Although the results of customer value assessment are usually 

realized in sales in the form of documented evidence from previous deliveries, our data 

depicts a process where other units also, such as marketing, service, and project management, 

are tightly involved in the related activities, and thus responsible for carrying out the actual 

customer value assessment. This emphasizes the need to view customer value assessment as a 

strategic initiative, which is governed by top management, and made transparent to the units 

involved in order to succeed properly.  

 

In addition, our findings contribute also to relationship marketing by suggesting how the 

return for customers can be assessed. Much of the extant literature on relationship marketing 

emphasizes supplier´s perspective, and considers customers only as useful assets, but 

neglects, explicitly or implicitly, the benefits generated to customers (Grönroos & Helle, 

2012). However, as “successful and long-term business relationships are based on their 

capacity to generate demonstrable value to the participants” (Cannon & Homburg, 2001), the 

proposed framework suggests one way how the value generated to customers can be assessed. 

By the same token, our findings contribute also to the under-researched topic on how the 

“value pie” created in the relationship can be shared (Jap, 2001), by demonstrating how the 

customers “slice” of the value pie can be assessed. Overall, by proposing a process-based 

framework for customer value assessment in B2B markets, by demonstrating the strategic 

and company-wide nature behind this process, and by enhancing the understanding about 

how the value created in relationships can be assessed, the present study adds important 

building blocks to the emerging value-based theory of marketing (Slater, 1997).   
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MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

From a practical perspective, the present study offers several important insights. First, the 

proposed framework sheds light on the process and key phases involved in a customer value 

assessment, and can be used as a managerial roadmap. For example, managers can use the 

framework to coordinate the different functions and units that are responsible for the key 

phases, or to analyse the specific resources and capabilities needed in each phase to identify 

potential targets for development. In particular, as industrial firms often struggle to document 

the accumulated knowledge from previous customer deliveries (e.g. Jalkala & Salminen, 

2010), the framework can help suppliers to develop value templates to document critical 

customer data before proceeding to the subsequent phase. Second, beyond the insights into 

the proposed framework, our findings suggest the following recommendations for managers: 

 

Educate customers about your value potential. Customers are seldom able to accurately 

identify the value potential from the supplier´s offering. Furthermore, industrial buyers’ are 

increasingly developing their own purchase models to evaluate the benefits versus costs 

across multiple suppliers. This may lead to emphasizing the benefits the buyer deems 

important, while ignoring the ones he is unaware, thus highlighting only a portion of the 

supplier´s total value potential. As the identified value potential often defines the benefits and 

costs which are assessed during the process, it is crucial to educate customers about the total 

value potential involved in the offering. If this is ignored, it may lead to the pitfall of 

assuming that customers have the expertise to identify the value potential inherent in the 

supplier´s offerings.  

 

Develop a benchmark database of delivered customer projects. Our findings indicate that 

best practice firms leverage their success with other customers from similar or different 

industries by systemically documenting the delivered customer value. This documented 

knowledge serves as a valuable asset for accumulating a knowledge base for benchmarking 

purposes. If not properly documented, even the most successful customer projects face the 

pitfall of becoming missed opportunities to demonstrate the value other customers have 

received from similar offerings.  

Don´t leave your salespeople on their own. Our findings suggest that in firms where customer 

value assessment is sub-par, the responsibility for the process is assumed to rest in sales, 

often without support from other units. In stark contrast, in firms where customer value 

assessment is above par, marketing, service, and project management units are tightly 

involved in, and responsible for the execution of the process together with sales. At the 

minimum, managers need to pay attention that sales has sufficient resources at their 

command that enable them to collect and share necessary information required to carry out 

the key phases in the process. This is particularly important in the long-term value realization 

phase, because it may take a long time, while sales need to move to the next customer. If 

customer value assessment is delegated to sales without proper support, it may lead to two 

kinds of pitfalls: overloading sales with too many activities, or neglecting the long-term value 

realization phase.  

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

The contributions from this study are directed at developing a theory of customer value 

assessment in B2B markets. However, as our study is exploratory in nature, and based on a 

limited number of firms, the findings and the proposed framework provide only a preliminary 

understanding of the process and key phases involved in customer value assessment in B2B 
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markets. From a theory development perspective, important avenue for future research would 

be to elaborate the findings and complement the framework by extending the empirical 

evidence, linking the framework to broader theories, and developing testable propositions. 

 

Quantitative research could be used to test the propositions, and more importantly, examine 

the relationship between customer value assessment and firm performance, which despite its 

importance, remains an under-researched area. For example, Anderson and Wynstra (2010) 

demonstrate that providing value evidence from reference customers or pilot programs may 

increase customer managers’ purchase intentions for the higher-value, higher-price offerings, 

but more empirical research is needed to substantiate this. Quantitative research could 

provide the needed push towards broader, an empirically based theory of customer value 

assessment in B2B markets 

 

In addition, an important limitation of this study is that it was conducted from the industrial 

suppliers’ perspective, and it would be interesting to complement this with customers’ views 

on value assessment. Value creation in B2B markets is typically characterized by longitudinal 

processes of collaboration (Tuli et al., 2007), and supplier processes and activities have 

corresponding processes and activities on the customer side (Payne et al., 2008). Yet we 

know little about the collaborative activities that are required to make credible customer 

value assessment. Collecting dyadic data from both supplier and customer organizations 

could provide an insight into how suppliers and customers combine their activities to make 

joint assessments of the value delivered to the customer.   

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Customer value is as one of the key concepts in marketing, and while considerable efforts 

have been expended on studying how value is created customers, little research has been 

conducted to examine how suppliers can assess the value realized by customers. Using the 

grounded theory approach and data from depth interviews with 39 managers in ten different 

industrial firms, the present study proposes a process-based framework for customer value 

assessment in B2B markets. Given the increasing importance of customer value assessment, 

we hope that our study offers new insights and encourages further research in this critical 

area. 
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Abstract

Purpose – The strategies to assess potential and realized customer value have received surprisingly
little attention in management literature. The purpose of this paper is to examine potential customer
value assessment strategies for business-to-business (B2B) firms and their special characteristics.

Design/methodology/approach – The empirical part of the study draws from an exploratory,
two-part field study involving three pilot firms, and seven best practice firms in customer value
assessment. The research design followed an inductive, discovery-oriented grounded theory approach.
Primary data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with 35 business managers from ten
B2B firms.

Findings – The study identifies three customer value assessment strategies adopted by firms in
business markets: Emergent value sales strategy; Life-cycle value management strategy; and
Dedicated value specialist strategy. These strategies highlight different ways of managing and
coordinating organizational units in different phases of the customer value assessment process.

Research limitations/implications – The study was conducted from the supplier’s perspective
and is context-bound to firms operating in B2B markets.

Practical implications – Managers need to select an appropriate strategy for customer value
assessment depending on market and offering characteristics, and assign clear responsibilities for
value potential identification, baseline assessment, and long-term value realization.

Originality/value – The extant literature on customer value lacks understanding on customer value
assessment strategies. The present study identifies three strategies that illuminate the required
resources and organizational units at different phases of the customer value assessment process.

Keywords Strategy, Customer value, Grounded theory, Business markets, Customer value assessment

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Customer value is a key constituent in all areas of business (Ulaga, 2011; Lindgreen
et al., 2012), and understanding how firms create, communicate and deliver value to
customers is a key factor when seeking ways to differentiate from competitors and
gain competitive advantage (Woodruff, 1997; Landroguez et al., 2011). As a result,
firms are increasingly adopting customer value-based selling (Terho et al., 2012),
customer value-based pricing (Liozu and Hinterhuber, 2013), and customer value
management (Anderson et al., 2006; Bowen et al., 2011). However, successful adoption
of these strategies requires an understanding on customer value assessment, which
quantifies the impact of a supplier’s offering to customers’ costs and returns (Payne

The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available at

www.emeraldinsight.com/0025-1747.htm

The authors wish to thank the two anonymous reviewers for comments and insights regarding
this paper. The research was conducted in the CLEANTECH SOLUTIONS project, funded by the
Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and Innovation

Strategies for
customer value

assessment

79

Management Decision
Vol. 52 No. 1, 2014

pp. 79-100
q Emerald Group Publishing Limited

0025-1747
DOI 10.1108/MD-04-2013-0230



and Frow, 2005; Anderson et al., 2006). Yet, a recent survey in the B2B domain revealed
that customer value assessment is the single most critical challenge faced by managers
(ISBM, 2012). Therefore, more understanding on customer value assessment is needed.

Traditionally, many firms have conducted customer value assessment through
methods that evaluate the quality and functionality of product offerings, such as
customer satisfaction surveys (Payne and Holt, 2001) or importance ratings and value
calculators (Anderson et al., 1993, 2006). However, while relatively simple and
straightforward to implement, these methods have at least three major drawbacks.
First, while they work best with physical products, they have difficulties with
evaluating what kind of value customers perceive from complex and service intensive
offerings (Anderson et al., 1993; Ulaga and Chacour, 2001). Second, they are often
employed only at one point in time, either before the sale to estimate the value potential
of the supplier’s offering or after delivery to verify the value realized by customers.
Third, they tend to be tactical in nature and often fail to generate understanding on the
long-term value-in-use gained by customers from the supplier’s offering. Thus, the
existing methods for customer value assessment seem inadequate to guide managers’
efforts to both evaluate the value potential and to measure the realized value that
customers perceive, and there is a need for more holistic approaches (Oström et al.,
2010; Macdonald et al., 2011; Lindgreen et al., 2012). Specifically, we propose that to
succeed in the provision of superior customer value, firms need to adopt a strategic
approach to customer value assessment, as opposed to a methods-based approach that
focuses on practices[1] and tools.

Accordingly, the purpose of this study is to examine what kind of customer value
assessment strategies firms adopt in business markets. Customer value assessment
refers here to the efforts of a firm to evaluate, quantify and communicate the value
created for (and with) customers (Payne and Frow, 2005; Anderson and Narus, 1998,
Anderson et al., 2006). Strategy refers to a deliberately chosen pattern of actions over
time to reach a desired outcome (Mintzberg, 1978; Porter, 1996). To address this issue,
we conducted a two-part exploratory field study. Specifically, we employed a
qualitative grounded theory approach (Corbin and Strauss, 2009), and first examined
three B2B firms implementing customer value assessment strategies in their
operations. Second, informed by the preliminary findings, we identified and
approached seven best-practice firms in customer value assessment, and refined our
findings by examining customer value assessment strategies in these firms.

Based on insights generated from 35 interviews in ten different B2B firms, our
findings reveal that firms tend to adopt three different types of customer value
assessment strategies. Specifically, our findings suggest that firms with limited
resources, which lack dedicated professionals and/or advanced practices, tend to adopt
an emergent value sales strategy, which involves sporadic efforts to evaluate and
document customer value primarily for sales and marketing purposes. In contrast,
firms which have dedicated professionals and/or advanced practices tend to adopt
either lifecycle value management or dedicated value specialist strategies, which
require permanent units focused on the whole life-cycle of the delivery. From an
academic perspective, the findings from this study contribute to the literature on
customer value (e.g. Payne and Frow, 2005; Anderson et al., 2006; Lindgreen et al.,
2012) by delineating three strategies and their specific characteristics for customer
value assessment. From a managerial perspective, the findings shed light to the units
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and resources that are central to customer value assessment, and how to manage and
coordinate them during the customer value assessment process.

Although a grounded theory approach typically entails a qualitative data
presentation before theoretical overview, we have employed a more traditional
reporting style for increased clarity and readability (see Suddaby, 2006). That is, we open
with theoretical concepts and review the relevant literature on customer value and value
delivery process, although these concepts actually emerged from the data and analysis,
instead of being derived from prior theory to guide data collection and analysis. Then we
describe our methodology and, based on our findings, we present three customer value
assessment strategies that emerged from the study. Finally, we present our conclusions,
and suggest managerial implications and areas for future research.

Literature review
Customer value
Customer value is one of the most central themes in management and marketing theory
and practice (Khalifa, 2004; Lindgreen et al., 2012). In the B2B context, customer value is
typically defined as a trade-off between benefits and costs involved in an exchange
(Ulaga and Eggert, 2006). The benefits and costs are manifold and can be monetary, such
as increased profits and cost savings, or non-monetary, such as increased trust and
comfort, or decreased risk, time and energy invested (Grönroos, 2011; Lindic and
da Silva, 2011). Instead of being static features determined by the supplier, the benefits
and costs are customers’ subjective perceptions that can change over time (Corsaro and
Snehota, 2010; Helkkula et al., 2012). Thus, suppliers can only generate value
propositions and offer value potential that, if accepted, is then realized in the customers’
processes as value-in-use (Möller and Törrönen, 2003; Grönroos, 2011). Determining
what customers value in a particular offering, and managing this value over time, has
long been recognised as essential for competitive advantage (Landroguez et al., 2011).

Traditionally, customer value has been considered to relate to functions and
performance derived from products as value-in-exchange; however, the recent
literature increasingly emphasizes that customer value emerges in customers’ value
generating processes as value-in-use (e.g. Grönroos, 2011). In the marketing literature,
this often relates to the shift from goods-dominant logic towards service-dominant
logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004), or a move towards “servitization” (Vandermerwe and
Rada, 1988) or relationships marketing (Palmatier, 2008). From the managers’
perspective, this is usually regarded as a transition from pure product offerings to
“upgraded” service offerings (Matthyssens et al., 2009) or integrated solutions
(e.g. Evanschitzky et al., 2011), and increased adoption of service strategies built
around an installed base of products (Reinartz and Ulaga, 2008). What is common for
both perspectives, is that customer value is not merely tied to the actual object of
exchange (i.e. product offering), but also increasingly integrated to the value delivery
process during which the customer and supplier interact by sharing and integrating
resources such as skills and knowledge (Lindgreen and Wynstra, 2005; Payne et al.,
2008).

The value delivery process
Prior research has examined the creation and delivery of value from several
perspectives. For example, from a more general perspective, the contemporary
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marketing literature argues that value is created and delivered via the relationship
between a firm and its customer (Ford, 2011; Lindgreen et al., 2012). As such, customer
value emerges through interactions over time, where the firm and customer
continuously learn from and adapt to each other as the relationship evolves
(e.g. Håkansson et al., 2009).

Several frameworks of value delivery processes in the context of complex and
service-intensive offerings have been suggested in various streams of the literature. In
the operations management literature, Pawar et al. (2009) suggest that effective
delivery of product-service systems comprises three stages: defining value; designing
value; and delivering value. In the service management literature, Kindström and
Kowalkowski (2009) propose that industrial service offerings are delivered over four
stages: market sensing; development; sales; and delivery. In the solutions literature
Tuli et al. (2007) delineate four relational processes for the effective delivery of
solutions: requirements definition; customization and integration; deployment; and
post-deployment support. Similarly, Storbacka (2011) suggests four phases for
effective solution delivery process: develop solutions; create demand; sell solution; and
deliver solution.

However, while research on creating and delivering value from the process
perspective is increasing, less attention has been given to how this value can be
assessed (Payne and Holt, 2001; Woodruff and Flint, 2006, p. 188). For example,
estimating all costs and risks involved over the lifetime of an offering is difficult for
suppliers (Pawar et al., 2009), and B2B firms typically lack capabilities to quantify the
total life-cycle value of their offering to customers (Storbacka, 2011). In practice,
customer value assessment represents an “Achilles heel” for many firms that provide
combinations of products and services, i.e. customer solutions and hybrid offerings
(Tuli et al., 2007; Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011).

Quantifying and communicating the value delivered by firms to their customers is
often regarded as a sales activity, and customer value assessment is hence assumed to
be the sales unit’s responsibility (Anderson et al., 2007; Terho et al., 2012). However, the
value-in-use that emerges in a customer’s own value generating processes is typically
realized over the long-term and requires interaction between various functional units of
the customer and supplier organisations. Consequently, suppliers need to re-define the
roles and responsibilities for customer value assessment along the value delivery
process.

For example, Storbacka (2011) argues that understanding customers’ value creating
processes and delivering what is of value to them “requires alignment of multiple
functions of the provider”, and cannot be delegated only to sales. Pawar et al. (2009)
point out that extending the life-cycles of suppliers’ offerings, such as performance
based contracts, requires strong intra-firm collaboration from suppliers in all phases
included in the delivery. Furthermore, Kindström and Kowalkowski (2009); and
Kindström et al. (2012) suggest that by adopting a process perspective on their
offering’s life cycle, suppliers can better assess the value that their offerings deliver to
customers. However, in their study on solutions, Tuli et al. (2007) found that suppliers
either ignore or pay inadequate attention to many of the processes beyond
customization and integration, and emphasized the importance of coordinating the
different functions and units responsible for the processes involved in the delivery of
solutions. In particular, they point out that adopting the relational process perspective
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facilitates cost assessments and helps suppliers to manage customer engagements over
time in three ways: by highlighting relevant actors and issues in each process; by
recognising the effect of each process on subsequent processes; and by considering
themselves engaged in value-creating relationships with customers, rather than
providing product bundles (Tuli et al., 2007).

To explore how firms assess the potential and realized customer value, we adopt a
long-term process perspective and examine what kind of strategies firms adopt for
customer value assessment. By focusing on strategies, we are able to uncover how
firms deliberately allocate organizational resources, such as people, processes, and
structures, to achieve their goals (e.g. Peteraf, 1993).

Methodology
Considering the relatively sparse literature on customer value assessment, we
conducted a qualitative study to develop a grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967)
on customer value assessment strategies adopted by firms in business markets.
Qualitative studies are increasingly employed in management research to explore
complex and under-researched phenomena (Creswell, 2013), and an inductive,
discovery-oriented grounded theory approach is suitable for building new theory from
managerial insights in an area where research is still at an early stage (Corbin and
Strauss, 2009).

Data collection
In line with theoretical sampling, we allowed emergent findings to guide data collection
in two subsequent phases (Corbin and Strauss, 2009, p. 144). In the first phase, we
conducted interviews with 18 managers in three B2B firms operating in metallurgical,
chemical, and paper and fibre technology industries that are characterized by complex
and service-intensive offerings. The selection of this setting was informed by Ulaga
and Reinartz (2011), who found that customer value assessment is specifically
challenging for industrial firms providing hybrid offerings (i.e. combinations of
products and services). The selected three firms had implemented internal initiatives to
develop their value assessment practices and agreed to participate in a larger research
project, conducted during 2011-2013, that focused on co-creation and value assessment
of complex and service-intensive offerings.

In the second phase, we elaborated our interview guide, and carefully sought
companies that have systematic practices and/or tools for customer value assessment,
and operate in a variety of B2B industries to gain a rich picture of the phenomenon. We
employed managerial articles (Anderson and Narus, 1998; Anderson et al., 2006, 2008;
ISBM, 2012) to identify 21 firms which were referred as best-practice suppliers in
customer value assessment, and then compared these to Forbes Global 2000 list to
determine which of these firms operated globally and were among the top ten firms in
their respective industries. This limited the number of firms to nine. Subsequently, we
examined the web sites and annual reports of all firms ranked in the top three in all
B2B industry segments included in the Forbes Global 2000 list, and identified four
additional firms which reported specific value assessment practices. We then contacted
all 13 identified firms, and seven agreed to participate in our study. These firms
operate in various industries, including IT solutions, industrial bearings, electrical
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equipment, database management, and management consulting. We interviewed one
to three managers at each firm, conducting a total of 17 interviews.

Thus, our data set includes altogether 35 interviews at ten industrial firms (see
Table I), which is consistent with sample sizes recommended for exploratory research
(McCracken, 1988). Following the protocol for recruiting key informants (Kumar et al.,
1993), we invited only senior level managers to participate in the study with an average
industry experience of approximately 17 years, indicating substantial management
and industrial experience (see Payne and Frow, 2005). An overview of the sample
characteristics is presented in Appendix 1 (see Table AI).

We employed semi-structured interviews (Bryman and Bell, 2011), focusing on key
phases of customer value assessment, and activities and actors involved in them. We
relied on open ended questions, which allowed the participants to express their views
freely and raise unexpected issues to take advantage of the naturally occurring data
(Silverman, 2006). The employed interview protocol is presented in Appendix 2 (see
Table AII). In addition to interviews, we employed internal documents relating to
customer value assessment, including process frameworks, documented business
cases, white papers, project diaries, and training material as a secondary data source.
In total, we obtained 445 pages of internal documentation.

Data analysis
The interviews lasted between 39 and 117 minutes, and were audio-taped and
transcribed verbatim, resulting in 523 pages of text. To explore customer value
assessment strategies in the interviewed firms, we employed grounded theory coding,
involving open, axial, and selective coding (Corbin and Strauss, 2009). During the open
coding stage, we aimed to identify key activities involved in customer value
assessment; specifically, we coded passages from the interview transcripts that
described what is done, when it is done, and who does it. As our aim was to elicit
insights that are grounded in the managers’ own language, we employed in vivo codes,
describing the concepts based on the actual language spoken by the participants

Firm Industry
Turnover

(eM) Employees Interviews

Pilot firms
Alpha Metallurgical technology 1,300 . 3,800 6
Beta Chemical technology 2,200 . 5,000 6
Gamma Paper and fibre technology 6,600 . 30,000 6
Best practice
firms
Delta Industrial bearings 7,700 . 14,600 2
Epsilon Industrial equipment (e.g. hydraulics) 12,000 . 60,000 2
Zeta Enterprise software 14,200 . 55,700 3
Eta Management consulting and technology

services
23,200 . 249,000 3

Theta Computer hardware and enterprise
software

29,000 . 118,000 1

Iota Power and automation technology 31,300 . 145,000 3
Kappa Business & IT solutions 83,700 . 433,300 3

Table I.
Profiles of firms that
participated in the study
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(Corbin and Strauss, 2009). During the axial coding stage, we compared activities
according to their properties (i.e. what; when; who), and categorized the activities into
higher order concepts, or phases, according to their chronological order (see Spiggle,
1994). This is similar to “temporal bracketing” (Langley, 1999), where the data are
organized into discrete blocks in a timeline that describes the order of events that occur
during the focal phenomenon. We examined the sequencing of phases and the
activities, actors and outcomes involved in them. We first analysed the emergent
patterns within firms by employing interview data and archival material, and
developed an initial understanding on emergent strategies for customer value
assessment in each firm. As the strategies took shape, we moved to comparing and
contrasting them between firms, and also against insights from the literature (Corbin
and Strauss, 2009). As the analysis progressed, we revisited the data, and refined our
interpretations of the emergent strategies. Finally, in the selective coding stage, we
integrated key phases into an overall framework.

Findings
The in-depth interviews with 35 managers suggest that customer value assessment in
B2B markets comprise four key phases: value potential identification; baseline
assessment; long-term value realization; and systematic data management. Figure 1
illustrates the identified phases of customer value assessment, and how they relate to
other phases involved in the value delivery process that are discussed in the literature.

Specifically, value potential identification refers to understanding a customer’s
value creation logic and demonstrating how a supplier can potentially add value to its

Figure 1.
Extant perspectives on

value delivery process and
the proposed view for

customer value
assessment

Strategies for
customer value

assessment

85



customer’s business. It relates to phases involved in defining a customers’ needs and
designing an offering that will satisfy the customer, and is completed prior the delivery
of the supplier’s offering. Baseline assessment refers to evaluation of a customers’
current performance in selected business areas. It relates to phases involved in
integrating and deploying the offering to the customer’s processes, and is completed
prior the delivery of the supplier’s offering. Long-term value realization refers to
verifying and documenting that the identified value potential has been realized after
the supplier’s offering has been delivered. It relates to the post-delivery phase that can
last for months to several years. Finally, systematic data management refers to
managing relevant customer data during the value potential identification, baseline
assessment, and long-term value realization, and relates to all phases involved in the
value delivery process. The first three phases involved in customer value assessment
are sequential, while systematic data management is on-going and concurrent with the
other phases.

The data analysis indicated that the phases involved in customer value assessment
do not necessarily follow each other in a linear fashion; they may be overlapping and
iterative. This is highlighted in Figure 1 by the arrows between the phases in both
directions. However, the order of the phases is reported here for illustrative purposes,
and reflects the general perspective shared by participants from the studied firms.

Proposed strategies for customer value assessment
Based on the data analysis, we identified three strategies that emphasize different
ways of coordinating and managing organizational units which are responsible for
customer value assessment at different phases of the process: emergent value sales;
life-cycle value management; and dedicated value specialist strategies. The firms in our
study adopted either the emergent sales value strategy, both the emergent sales value
and the life-cycle value management strategies, or all three strategies. Our findings
suggest that the selection of the adopted strategy is influenced by the resources
available for customer value assessment, and the characteristics of an offering. As the
Global Client Advisor of the computer hardware and enterprise software supplier, and
the Director of domestic sales of the power and automation technology supplier
respectively explained:

In principle, we have a similar approach to customer value assessment with all our customers,
but we invest in it differently depending how large the deal is. With major deals, we have the
dedicated specialists and a large team. With smaller deals, we give them to specified sales
persons, who can still leverage the sales support. We have all the tools in use, but the
difference is how much resources you invest in it, and whether you have the specialists in
play.

Our business has three different spearheads. First, we have a vast amount of different
products. Then we have systems, like turnkey solutions for automating the power and
electricity instruments in a paper factory. And then we have services. And they all need
different approaches for customer value assessment.

The identified strategies are illustrated in Figure 2. In the following, we describe the
identified strategies together with illustrative quotations from the interview data.
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Emergent value sales strategy
Emergent value sales strategy is focused on individual phases involved in the
customer value assessment process and emphasizes a supplier’s skills to allocate
scarce resources to the phases in which they are most required. This strategy is usually
conducted by the sales unit, and aims to produce documented value calculations and
success stories for sales and marketing purposes.

Typically, the emergent value sales strategy did not involve a predetermined plan
for conducting customer value assessment, but it emerged as an ad hoc basis whenever
firms were prompted by major deals, performance guarantees, or the possibility to
leverage their deliveries in marketing. As the Sales Director of the power and
automation technology supplier explained:

It needs to usually be some kind of a special case for us to do the customer value assessment
[. . .] It has to have marketing value, for example a case for a magazine or something. But I
would say that we do the baseline assessment even more rarely. Afterwards, we can measure
almost anything we want. We have guys for that. But then nobody knows how the customer
performed before us.

Participants from firms which adopted this strategy explained that they had no
systematic, firm-wide approach to customer value assessment. However, the
responsibility for assessing the value was typically assigned to the sales unit.
Consequently, the extent and proficiency of the value assessment was dependent on the
skills and motivation of individual salespeople involved in the delivery. As the Sales
Manager of the chemical supplier commented:

It is not systematic at all. It depends on what the specific sales guy can do in the field [. . .] But
we have no systematic tools or any kind of system for customer value assessment.

Figure 2.
Three strategies for

customer value
assessment
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Firms that adopted the emergent value sales strategy were usually focused on
measuring the benefits that customers realized from specific offerings, such as
improved productivity, increased efficiency, and immediate cost savings. The realized
value potential was often demonstrated by presenting quantitative estimations of the
improved performance and costs savings, which legitimize customers’ investments in
the offering and provide concrete evidence on its value to the potential buyers. All
firms which adopted this strategy educated their sales unit to understand the value of
their offerings and to measure realized customer benefits, but this focus was not
broadly recognized outside the sales unit. This suggests that the main resource base
for this strategy is a firm’s sales unit, and the main skill is value-based selling.

The participants acknowledged, however, that salespeople in their firms were
already overburdened, and that short-term competitive pressures made it difficult to
allocate resources to post-delivery activities. Tasks and responsibilities relating to
customer value assessment were often regarded as extra efforts that require a lot of
work from sales personnel, who are not compensated for the effort. As the Business
Development Manager of the chemical supplier explained:

Documenting requires a lot of work, and it should not be some bonus or extra work . . . it
should be in our targets or in the bonus system, that this many documented cases, trial runs,
case stories or customer value assessment calculations has to be written per year or quarter.
Organizations should be encouraged to do this, it won’t happen by just saying that it would
be nice to have them.

In the emergent sales value strategy, value potential identification is typically
conducted as part of the sales process together with defining the offering that best
fulfils customers’ needs. However, after closing a deal the sales unit rarely has time to
conduct a baseline assessment or follow-up whether the customer actually realizes
value from the offering over time, because they need to focus to the next potential
customer. Furthermore, baseline assessment and long-term value realization require
input and customer data from activities that are outside the scope of the sales, such as
installation and operation that customers are often either unable or unwilling to
disclose to the supplier. Thus, this often leads to a situation where the baseline
assessment and long-term value realization phases are underemphasized, or sometimes
even neglected, due to time and resource constraints.

Life-cycle value management strategy
Life-cycle value management strategy is focused on all phases involved in the
customer value assessment process, and emphasizes a supplier’s skills to coordinate
the different organizational units which are responsible for the individual phases in the
process. Besides sales, the service and R&D units play a central role in this strategy;
the service unit monitors the benefits realized by customers, and constantly feeds input
to R&D on how to develop offerings that optimize the realized customer value.
Consequently, this strategy aims to conduct customer value assessment for optimizing
product and service development.

Participants from firms which adopted this strategy explained that they had
proactively predetermined the key phases involved in customer value assessment
during their offerings’ life-cycles, and the resources needed at each phase. These firms
recognized that customer value assessment requires input and customer data from
several units that are responsible for different aspects of the delivery. Consequently,
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they had defined responsibilities and roles for each unit involved in the different
phases of the process, and specified how knowledge and customer data were
communicated between units. As the Nordics Region Leader of the business and IT
solutions supplier explained:

In practice, customer value assessment is based on our lifecycle. First we identify the
customer’s need, we define it, we validate it from our and their perspective, we conceptualize
it, we sell it, we deliver it, we close it, and we follow up whether the customer was satisfied. It
includes at least those phases. And of course different people are responsible for each phase.
So we have described the responsibilities and roles for each person. For example, when we
move from sales to delivery, usually the salesperson has some role in delivery, but there are
so many other people coming in. We have defined how the people from the next phase already
come in during the previous phase, what their role is there, and if someone is going to exit
that lifecycle, how he is involved in the next phase, to make sure that the stick won’t drop and
is well received. So we have planned how it is done, and we manage and follow up that the
right people do it.

In a similar fashion, the power and automation technology and the industrial bearings
suppliers in our study had implemented life-cycle value strategies for their
service-offerings, where the responsibility for customer value assessment shifted
after the delivery from sales to engineering and service units, who continuously
collaborate to optimize the customer’s equipment usage and process efficiency. Instead
of focusing on the benefits customers realized from specific offerings, firms who
adopted the life-cycle value management strategy measured the continuous
improvements made to the customers’ processes that resulted in costs reductions
and increased performance in the long-term. These firms leveraged total cost of
ownership (TCO) and life-cycle cost analyses to determine the realized value potential
over time, but emphasized that this approach required a close and committed
partnership-type relationship with their customers. As the Sales Executive from the
industrial bearings supplier described:

It is not just the quality of our products [. . .] We are increasingly trying to calculate the total
value to the customer, or how much our value proposition lowers the customer’s costs in the
long-term. But it requires trust and very deep collaboration to get access to customers’
everyday costs, and it is not always so easy.

It seems that in firms which adopted the life-cycle value management strategy,
customer value assessment is an intentionally planned and a strategic, firm-wide
process involving several units from the supplier, rather than an extra task delegated
to the sales unit. This suggests that the main resource base for the life-cycle
management strategy lies in several units such as sales, service, marketing, and project
management, and that the main skill is coordination between different units. As the
Managing Director of the industrial bearings supplier explained:

Be it service or product, we need to document its value to the customer. And our whole
organization is tuned into that mindset [. . .] Although we have talked a lot about sales and
services, value assessment should be visible through the whole organization. It should be
linked to strategy, without that it won’t work.

Firms that adopted this strategy employed incentives such as monetary rewards or
internal compensation plans to reinforce their approach. Several participants explained
that incentives played a key role in motivating and compensating their personnel for
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conducting activities such as writing success stories or compiling results into reference
purposes, which facilitated customer value assessment but went beyond their regular
tasks. As the Business Unit Executive from the business and IT solutions supplier
explained:

In some cases, we, for example, pay a small monetary fee for reference cases. If somebody makes
the effort to compile the numbers from the case and writes a small story, then we can pay a real
monetary reward [. . .] They [reference cases] are excellent support for sales in the future and
elsewhere in the world. But if you don’t incentivize them, they are difficult to compile.

Dedicated value specialist strategy
Dedicated value specialist strategy is focused on all phases involved in the customer
value assessment process, and emphasizes a supplier’s skills to establish designated
value specialists who are responsible for all phases involved in the process. The value
specialist team operates as a cross-functional unit within the organization and is
involved in all the phases of the delivery process by identifying the value potential,
measuring baseline and documenting the realized value. The main objective of the
strategy is to embed customer value management into the firm’s business model and
facilitate value based pricing.

Firms that adopted the dedicated value specialist strategy had all proactively
established designated units and/or organizational roles whose mission was to support
sales and facilitate the customer value assessment process. These ranged from value
engineering units and specialized task forces to value specialists, value champions, and
value architects, and comprised highly skilled professionals, who were often referred
as the most critical resource for customer value assessment. In these firms, the
responsibility, skills, and knowledge in customer value assessment were concentrated
on sales support to create a formal function, or centre of excellence, that provided
assistance to the entire organization. In larger firms, these units and roles required
full-time commitment, while in smaller firms, due to limited resources, they were often
part-time tasks. As the Global Client Advisor and the Head of Presales and Solutions
from both enterprise software suppliers explained:

We have value specialists who are specialized in value assessment. They might specialize in
certain products [. . .] or certain business areas [. . .] and when this is your primary job, you
might do 80 business cases per year.

We have a couple of organizations who are solely dedicated to do this work [value
assessment]. First, we have our own business consulting unit who does it for a fee with the
customers. But then we also have this other part [. . .] their value proposition comes from their
name: value engineering. And this is free service for customers. Those guys do nothing else
but the business cases [. . .] And through the value engineering team, we have a large set of
different tools that we can use. It begins from basic benchmarking, and ends with customer
specific benefit calculations. It may be an ROI-calculation or TCO-calculation, whatever the
customer needs.

As illustrated in both quotations above, the firms that adopted the dedicated value
specialist strategy had a wide variety of analytical tools and methods for measuring
potential and realized customer value. These firms leveraged their deep industry
expertise and extensive knowledge on the benefits derived and costs incurred to other
customers in similar and other industries, and quantified the long-term financial
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impacts on a customer’s top and bottom lines, often in the form of customer’s return on
investment (ROI) or increased overall profitability.

Recruiting the right persons for the specialist tasks was considered critical, and
often the make or break point of the strategy by several participants. Deep
understanding on customers’ operations, strong industry expertise and consultative
skills in developing customers’ business processes were often mentioned as key
requirements. In addition to providing sales support, value specialists also play a
central role in driving the implementation and internalization of the customer value
assessment process throughout the entire organization. They were often considered
“agents of change”, who motivate people, both internally and externally. As the
Managing Director of the industrial bearings supplier and the Senior Manager from the
management consulting firm elaborated:

We have really invested in it. We have the tool, we have trained people, and we have a global,
this is very important, we have this kind of value manager or champion, who not only
motivates people internally, but also develops the tool and concept, and works externally with
stakeholders.

We have a specific group of people for this. They are kind of glocal value architects. They are
like consultants, who like to live between technology and business processes. They are a
certain breed of people, who think that business consulting is cool and who have the interest
to do these kinds of value calculations in their own minds. And this type of people can operate
in a very good role, for example with IT, to think how the new technological innovations can
be translated into monetary measures.

Only the most skilled people were recruited to the value specialist units, as even the
largest firms in our study typically only had five to 20 specialists on a global scale.
Overall, this suggests that the main resource base for the dedicated value specialist
strategy is the centralized expertise in sales support and the main skills are industry
expertise and consulting skills.

Participants in firms which adopted the dedicated value specialist strategy
explained that no external incentives are usually necessary when conducting or
facilitating customer value assessment, which form part of a given individual’s main
responsibilities. Rather, a sense of duty and pleasure of knowing that they doing things
right were frequently mentioned as driving motivators for the value specialists.
However, similar to the life-cycle value management strategy, these firms employed
incentives to compensate and motivate other units, with responsibilities that lay
elsewhere, for activities that facilitate customer value assessment. As the Global Client
Advisor of the computer hardware and enterprise software supplier explained:

Because we have this dedicated organization whose main task is to do value assessments, we
don’t need any other incentives for it, like if the guys would do it beside their regular job . . .

When your main job is to solve the problem and not to write the knowledge base, you need
incentives for that. And when your main job is to write these things, you really don’t have any
other option.

Overall, the three identified strategies highlight different approaches, resources and
skills for customer value assessment. The identified strategies and their special
characteristics are summarized in Table II.
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Summary of the three
strategies for customer
value assessment
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Discussion and conclusions
Although customer value is a key concept in the management theory and practice,
prior research provides little understanding on customer value assessment, and
specifically, what kind of customer value assessment strategies firms tend to adopt.
Based on a grounded theory study involving ten B2B firms and interviews with 35
managers, we identified three strategies that highlight different approaches for
implementing customer value assessment.

The emergent value sales strategy is a sales-driven approach for evaluating the
potential customer value of selected cases primarily for marketing and sales purposes.
The life-cycle value management strategy is a proactive organization-wide approach to
maximize customer value throughout the sales delivery and post-deployment support
phases by handing the responsibility from one organizational unit to another. The
dedicated value specialist strategy includes a team of experts who specialize in customer
value assessment process, from value potential identification, baseline assessment, and
long-term value realization to systematic data management, and facilitate the integration
of value management and value based pricing into the firms’ business model.

The findings portray alternative approaches through which firms can implement
customer value assessment. The proposed strategies contribute to the literature on
customer value, which has thus far focused on methods and practices for customer value
assessment (Payne and Holt, 2001; Anderson et al., 1993, 2006; Lindgreen et al., 2012). In
addition, while prior literature has largely assumed that customer value assessment is
primarily the responsibility of the sales unit (e.g. Anderson et al., 2007; Terho et al., 2012),
the findings suggest that in the best practice firms, customer value assessment is a
company-wide strategic process, which involves several organizational units and/or
dedicated teams rather than being the sole responsibility of sales and marketing.

Furthermore, while several frameworks of value delivery processes have been
suggested in the literature, only a little insight is offered on how to coordinate the
different functional units to ensure that delivered value is actually realized by
customers (see Tuli et al., 2007). Our findings highlight three different strategies for
managing and coordinating organizational units at the different phases of the customer
value assessment process, and the skills and value measurement approaches that are
central for each strategy.

Finally, customer value assessment is often particularly challenging as the
supplier’s production activities can lead only to the generation of potential value from
the customer’s perspective, and the generation of realized customer value (sometimes
objectively measureable, sometimes subjectively perceived) occurs over the usage
process (Grönroos, 2011). To this end, the three strategies illustrate different ways how
firms in business markets can manage customer engagements over time, and ensure
that the identified value potential is actually realized by customers in the long-term.

Managerial implications
Customer value assessment aids firms to generate demonstrable value to customers
and society. As the only concrete evidence on a firm’s ability to deliver customer value
resides in its portfolio of prior and existing customers, firms need to treat customer
deliveries as an opportunity to create evidence on their value delivery ability. For
managers, the identified strategies for customer value assessment illustrate alternative
approaches that firms can adopt depending on their market characteristics and
offering type. The emergent value sales strategy is suitable for firms with relatively
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standard offerings as it focuses on few selected cases and requires less resource
investments compared to the alternative strategies. To implement the first strategy,
firms need to educate and motivate salespeople in customer value assessment and
place special emphasis on selecting customer value cases with the highest potential for
facilitating sales in targeted growth areas.

The life-cycle value management strategy is particularly suitable for the
development of complex and services-intensive offerings to satisfy the needs of
large customer segments. It creates knowledge for the development of new
product/service qualities and requires an organization-wide commitment to customer
value assessment. To implement the second strategy, top management needs to define
the value assessment responsibilities of each organizational function involved in the
value delivery process and place special emphasis on managing the hand-over phases
in the value delivery process.

The dedicated value specialist strategy is particularly suitable for customized
offerings in markets where the customers’ purchase process is non-routine, complex
and characterized with high need and market uncertainty. To implement the third
strategy, firms need to build consultative skills and recruit a team of experts with an
in-depth understanding on the value creation logic in the customers’ industry.

Surprisingly, none of the strategies we identified is particularly responsive to the
subjective nature of value-creation processes of customers and customer-network
actors. To develop more sophisticated value assessment strategies, firms need to
become aware of the variety of meanings that customers attach to value propositions.
Value assessment requires the combination of “hard” and “soft” approaches.
Combining in-depth examinations on perceived customer value and accounting-based
measures would enable the construction of new value-assessment models. Managers
should take into account not only the financial value but also the emotional and
subjective components of customer-perceived value. This would require longitudinal
in-depth analysis of several customer organizations to determine how different
decision influencers in the buying network perceive the value of the offering during
different phases of the delivery process, and how the supplier’s offering contributes to
the customer’s own value-creation process.

Limitations and suggestions for future research
Given that this study is exploratory in nature and based on qualitative methodology, it
has some limitations that offer potentially fruitful future research avenues. First, one of
the key limitations in qualitative research, and particularly in grounded theory, is the
subjective nature of the research process, which relies heavily on a researcher’s ability
to interpret the meanings and concepts used by social actors in real-life settings
(Babbie, 2007; Corbin and Strauss, 2009). To increase the credibility and
trustworthiness of the findings, this study followed criteria for grounded theory
research by utilizing theoretical sampling, constant comparison, theoretical memos,
member checks (i.e. all participants were provided with a full report on the research to
verify their agreement with the findings), and researcher triangulation (Creswell, 2013
pp. 260-2). However, as this study was limited to ten firms operating in B2B markets,
future research could examine a broader set of firms to generalize the findings, and to
uncover potential alternative strategies for customer value assessment.

Second, this study was conducted from the supplier’s perspective, and future research
could deepen the insights on different customer value assessment strategies by collecting
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dyadic data from both suppliers and their customers. Specifically, customers’ perceptions
of each strategy could shed additional light on the benefits and barriers of adopting
different strategies. Finally, an interesting topic for future studies would be to examine the
performance implications of different customer value assessment strategies and factors
that determine the applicability of a particular strategy.

Note

1. For a state-of-practice review on customer value assessment in B2B markets, see Anderson
et al. (1993, 2006).
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Appendix 1

No. Firm Participant Date
Duration

(mins)
Experience

(years)

1. Alpha Product manager 22.6.2011 82 11
2. Alpha Sales manager 19.9.2011 80 10
3. Alpha Development manager 19.9.2011 74 8
3. Alpha Head of service center (telephone

interview)
26.9.2011 55 19

5. Alpha Sales director, South-East Europe
(telephone interview)

29.9.2011 77 14

6. Alpha Application Engineer (telephone
interview)

30.9.2011 76 8

7. Beta Sales manager 5.9.2011 49 29
8. Beta Vice president, sales 5.9.2011 58 20
9. Beta Commercialization manager 5.9.2011 82 11
10. Beta Key account manager 5.9.2011 74 13
11. Beta Business development manager

(telephone interview)
12.9.2011 95 18

12. Beta Marketing manager (telephone
interview)

14.9.2011 70 13

13. Gamma Planning manager 24.8.2011 80 10
14. Gamma Senior paper technology manager 24.8.2011 41 17
15. Gamma Marketing service manager 25.8.2011 89 13
16 & 17. Gamma General manager, marketing, service,

and Product marketing manager,
marketing service

25.8.2011 117 20 and 25

18. Gamma Vice president, Sales 25.8.2011 107 21
19. Delta Sales executive 13.11.2012 77 18
20. Delta Managing director 13.11.2012 70 21
21. Epsilon Customer service manager 14.11.2012 57 8
22. Epsilon Sales manager 14.11.2012 39 37
23. Zeta Service sales manager 6.11.2012 75 29
24. Zeta Senior principal, value engineering 6.11.2012 99 17
25. Zeta Head of presales and solutions 6.11.2012 101 13
26. Eta Senior manager 8.11.2012 113 20
27. Eta Sales director 8.11.2012 45 10
28. Eta Senior director (telephone interview) 15.9.2011 52 12
29. Theta Global client advisor 7.11.2012 106 30
30. Iota Sales director, domestic sales 5.11.2012 90 12
31. Iota Vice president business

development, service
5.11.2012 95 27

32. Iota Director, metals and mining,
domestic sales (telephone interview)

12.11.2012 83 15

33. Kappa Nordics region leader, global
business services

9.11.2012 93 12

34. Kappa Manager, industrial sector 9.11.2012 65 17
35. Kappa Business unit executive, software

group (telephone interview)
12.11.2012 42 16

Average duration and experience 75 17Table AI.
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Appendix 2

A Background information
1) Can you first tell me something about your background and current role in your firm?
2) Can you describe your firm’s offering?
3) Can you describe your firm’s main customer segments?
4) How is your firm’s offering positioned in relation to your main competitors?

B Concept of customer value
5) How would you define customer value in your own words?
6) What kind of customer value does your firm’s offering provide?
7) How do you identify the needs of different customers?
8) How do you compare the potential value of your offering to competitors’ offerings?

C Customer value assessment
9) How do you define customer value assessment?

10) In your opinion, how important is customer value assessment in your business?
11) What kinds of benefit do you aim to assess?
12) How do you assess intangible benefits?
13) How do you take into account the value that is realized by different actors in the

customer’s organization?
14) In your opinion, how systematically does your firm conduct customer value assessments

compared to competitors in your industry?
15) What kind of tools and/or practices does your firm have for customer value assessment?
16) In your opinion, what are the main differences in customer value assessment between

products and services?

D Documenting and communicating customer value
17) How do you document the delivered customer benefits?
18) How do you subsequently leverage documented customer benefits?
19) How do you communicate the potential value of your offering to prospective customers?

E The process of customer value assessment
20) Do you think that systematic value assessment could be of use to your company? If yes,

how?
21) In your opinion, what are be the most essential phases of a customer value assessment

process?
22) Can you describe these phases and the activities and actors involved in them?

F Customer’s role in value assessment
23) What is the customer’s role in customer value assessment?
24) How do you motivate customers to participate in customer value assessment?
25) Does customers’ ability to realize value from your offerings differ, and how do you take

this into account in your value assessments?
26) How do you help the customers to maximize the realized value from your offerings?

G Managing customer value assessment
27) Who is responsible for customer value assessment?
28) What kinds of incentives support customer value assessment?
29) How does top management in your firm support customer value assessment?
30) What kinds of resources are important for customer value assessment?
31) How do you train your employees to conduct customer value assessments?

H Customer value assessment and pricing
32) How do you take into account the realized customer value in your pricing?

I The challenges in customer value assessment
33) In your opinion, what are the main challenges in customer value assessment?
34) In your opinion, how could you improve customer value assessment in your firm?

Table AII.
Interview protocol

Strategies for
customer value

assessment

99



About the authors
Joona Keränen (MSc Tech.) is a Doctoral Candidate at the Faculty of Industrial Management at
Lappeenranta University of Technology (LUT). His main research interests include customer
value assessment in B2B markets, the marketing of complex projects and solutions, and
industrial branding. He has published his work in Industrial Marketing Management, Journal of
Business and Industrial Marketing and the Journal of Product & Brand Management. Joona
Keränen is the corresponding author and can be contacted at: joona.keranen@lut.fi

Anne Jalkala (DSc Tech.) is Professor (acting) of Industrial Marketing at the Faculty of
Industrial Management at Lappeenranta University of Technology (LUT). Her main research
interests include solution and project business, industrial buyer-seller relationships, and
organisational capability development. Her work has been published in several academic
journals including, Industrial Marketing Management, Journal of Business and Industrial
Marketing, European Planning Studies and the European Management Journal.

MD
52,1

100

To purchase reprints of this article please e-mail: reprints@emeraldinsight.com
Or visit our web site for further details: www.emeraldinsight.com/reprints



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PUBLICATION IV 

 

Jalkala, Anne and Keränen, Joona (2014), 

“BRAND POSITIONING STRATEGIES IN FIRMS  

DELIVERING CUSTOMER SOLUTIONS” 

Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing, Vol. 29, No. 3, pp. 253-264. 

Copyright © Emerald Ltd. Reproduced with permission. 

 

 





Brand positioning strategies for industrial firms
providing customer solutions

Anne Maarit Jalkala

Faculty of Technology Management, Department of Industrial Management, Lappeenranta University of Technology,
Lappeenranta, Finland, and

Joona Keränen
Faculty of Industrial Management, Lappeenranta University of Technology, Lappeenranta, Finland

Abstract
Purpose – Despite increasing interest in customer solutions, and the importance of brand management in the B2B context, prior research provides
little understanding on brand positioning strategies adopted by solution providers. The present study aims to examine the possible brand positioning
strategies for industrial firms providing customer solutions.
Design/methodology/approach – The empirical part of the present study consists of a multiple case study, involving four industrial firms providing
customer solutions. Primary data was gathered by semi-structured interviews from a total of 22 business managers from the case companies.
Findings – The present study identifies four possible brand position strategies for industrial firms providing customer solutions: customer value
diagnostic, global solution integrator, high quality sub-systems provider, and long-term service partner. The identified strategies highlight the tendency
of solution suppliers to position their brands around different capabilities that are needed at different phases of the solution delivery process.
Research limitations/implications – The present study was conducted from the industrial supplier’s perspective and is context-bound to companies
operating in solution-oriented process and information technology industries.
Practical implications – Managers need to identify the capabilities that are central to delivering customer value and acquire and/or develop capability
configurations that differentiate their brand positioning from competitors.
Originality/value – Existing literature on branding lacks understanding about the specific characteristics of building brands in solution-oriented B2B
contexts. The present study identifies four brand positioning strategies that illuminate the special characteristics of branding customer solutions.

Keywords Brand positioning, B2B branding, Customer solutions, Industrial branding, Solution provider

Paper type Case study

An executive summary for managers and executive

readers can be found at the end of this issue.

1. Introduction

Firms in various sectors such as information technology,

telecommunications, and process technology are integrating

products and services into customer solutions (Ulaga and

Reinartz, 2011; Epp and Price, 2011; Shankar et al., 2009;

Tuli et al., 2007). However, many firms struggle to brand and

differentiate their solution offerings successfully (Shankar

et al., 2009). As integrated product and service offerings have

become increasingly common, it is not enough for a firm to

position itself as a “solution provider” or as a “total solutions

provider”. Instead, firms that wish to successfully integrate

services with products need to design their brand positioning

around their key capabilities and customers’ goals, and specify

how they are helping their customers to achieve these goals.

Some of the most valued business-to-business (B2B) brands

emphasize the types of goal that their solutions help to

achieve, such as “building a smarter planet” (IBM), “use

business insight more effectively” (SAP), “high performance,

delivered” (Accenture). In fact, many of the world’s leading

brands, including Apple, IBM, HP, Oracle, Nokia, SAP,

Accenture, and Cisco Systems, have a strong focus on offering

customer solutions.
Although there is a growing body of the literature that

focuses on customer solutions, branding of customer

solutions remains an unexplored topic. The present study

focuses on exploring alternative brand positioning strategies

that can be adopted by solution providers. Given that strong

brands are considered a key success factor and one of the

most valuable intangible assets, B2B firms increasingly seek

competitive advantage by branding their offerings (Keller and

Lehmann, 2006; Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2007). To differentiate

their brand from competitors, firms need to position their

brand and communicate selected brand associations to

customers (Keller, 2002; Beverland et al., 2007). This is

particularly important for firms that provide customer

solutions, as solution offerings are typically service-intensive

and relatively high in monetary value. Therefore, buildingThe current issue and full text archive of this journal is available at
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trust (McQuiston, 2004; Roberts and Merrilees, 2007),

signaling quality (Bendixen et al., 2004; Mitchell et al., 2001),
and reducing customers’ perceived risk (Glynn, 2011;
Homburg et al., 2010) are important functions of a solution

brand. Accordingly, managers involved in building solution

brands must carefully evaluate the points of difference that
they want to emphasize in their brand positioning.
Brand management in the B2B context has attracted

increased academic attention during recent years

(e.g. Baumgarth, 2010; Glynn, 2011; Kotler and Pfoertsch,

2007; Roberts and Merrilees, 2007; Zablah et al., 2010) and
there is a growing body of research suggesting that brand

management is highly important for industrial firms. For

example, Baumgarth (2010) found a positive influence of a
B2B firm’s brand orientation on its economic performance.

However the extant literature on branding lacks
understanding on the specific characteristics of building

brands in solution-oriented B2B contexts, and there is a need

to examine the branding of customer solutions (Keller and
Lehmann, 2006; Tuli et al., 2007). To address this gap, the

present study focuses on the following research question:

what are the potential brand positioning strategies for firms
providing customer solutions in B2B markets? We answer this

question through a case study of four firms that are at

different phases in their transition from a product/technology
brand towards a solution brand. We find that firms providing

customer solutions tend to position their brands around
capabilities that are needed at different phases of the solution

delivery process. Through abductive reasoning we identify

four brand positioning strategies and derive insights into the
special characteristics of branding customer solutions. This

study delineates potential solution branding strategies and

contributes to the literature on customer solutions and to the
B2B branding research.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First,

we review the relevant literature on brand positioning.

Second, we discuss the industrial firms’ shift towards

solution orientation and, based on a literature review discuss
the capabilities that are central to firms providing customer

solutions. After that, we present the findings from four case

companies and, finally, draw conclusions and managerial
implications.

2. Brand positioning strategies

Brand positioning is an important strategic decision (Hooley

et al., 2007; Keller and Lehmann, 2006) and can be defined

as “the act of designing the company’s offering and image to
occupy a distinctive place in the mind of the target market”

(Kotler, 2003, p. 308). Typically, a successful positioning
strategy is linked to firm’s key capabilities (Fuchs and

Diamantopoulos, 2010) illuminating the firm’s unique way of

delivering value to customers (Keller, 2003). However,
successful positioning is a cumulative process, requiring

years of consistent effort (Ries and Trout, 2001), and specific

positioning strategies might work better with some customer
segments while ignoring others (Fuchs and Diamantopoulos,

2010).
The usage and effectiveness of different brand positioning

strategies has been previously studied mainly in the consumer

marketing setting (e.g. Bhat and Reddy, 1998; Blankson and
Kalafatis, 2004; Fuchs and Diamantopoulos, 2010; Pham

and Muthukrishnan, 2002; Punj and Moon, 2002; Sujan and

Bettman, 1989; Vriens and ter Hofstede, 2000). For example,

Blankson and Kalafatis (2004) propose a consumer-based

typology of eight different brand positioning strategies, and

subsequently (Blankson et al., 2008) demonstrate that the

type of positioning strategy has an impact on corporate

performance. In turn, Fuchs and Diamantopoulos (2010)

divide the most prominent brand positioning strategies into

features-, abstract attributes-, direct benefits-, indirect

benefits-, and surrogate-based strategies, and demonstrate

that consumers tend to respond best to benefit-based

positioning strategies.
However, although brand positioning is one of the key

elements of marketing management (Keller and Lehmann,

2006), there are only few studies that discuss the brand

positioning in the B2B context (Beverland et al., 2007; Davis

et al., 2008; Roberts and Merrilees, 2007). Industrial firms

tend to focus on building the brand at the corporate level and

positioning their brands on firm-level attributes such as

experience and reputation (Beverland et al., 2007),

emphasizing intangible associations such as expertise and

trustworthiness, as critical points of difference (Keller and

Lehmann, 2006). This is because personal-level judgments

related to selecting a supplier with a strong brand can play an

important role in the purchasing decision, in addition to

organizational-level economic and functional benefits (Davis

et al., 2008). The adage “no one has ever been fired for

buying from IBM” illustrates the role of trusted brands in

reducing the personal-level risks associated with an

organizational purchase decision.
Fuchs and Diamantopoulos (2010) make a distinction

between intended and actual brand positioning. The former

refers to the manner in which the company intends the brand

to be perceived by customers, and the latter to the positioning

information that is actually presented to customers through

marketing communication. In industrial markets, personal

interaction with customers plays a major role in the actual

brand positioning, and every interaction between a firm and

its stakeholders becomes an input to brand image (Davis et al.,

2008). Therefore, the whole organization has to become

aware of the intended brand positioning strategy and

demonstrate it consistently when interacting with customers

(Davis et al., 2008; Singh, 2000; Webster and Keller, 2004).

The intended positioning relates to the strategic positioning of

the company and is dependent on its key capabilities (Fuchs

and Diamantopoulos, 2010). Thus, firms need to identify the

capabilities that have the potential to become a source of

competitive advantage and build their brand positioning

around these capabilities. For example, Davis et al. (2008)

propose that industrial service firms need to pay close

attention to developing and communicating the distinctive

capabilities that support a superior service position, and to

associating these capabilities with their brand names. In line

with this perspective, Roberts and Merrilees (2007)

emphasize service quality competence and harmonious

relationships with customers as important determinants of

an industrial service brand. In the following section, we review

the literature on customer solutions and identify key

capabilities that are central for firms providing customer

solutions.
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3. Key capabilities in providing customer
solutions

Several different categorizations of capabilities that are

important for firms providing customer solutions have been

suggested in the extant literature (Möller and Törrönen,

2003; Brady et al., 2005; Storbacka, 2011; Ulaga and

Reinartz, 2011). Ulaga and Reinartz (2011) identify five

distinctive capabilities that goods-focused manufacturing

companies consider most important in developing successful

solution offerings:
1 service-related data processing and interpretation

capability;
2 execution risk assessment and mitigation capability;
3 design-to-service capability;
4 hybrid offering sales capability; and
5 hybrid offering deployment capability.

Storbacka (2011) identifies 12 capability categories, and 64

capabilities pertinent to the effective management of solution

business. Among these are capabilities such as customer value

assessment, modular solution development, platform

planning, and solution intelligence development (Storbacka,

2011). By integrating the capability categorizations suggested

in prior research and reviewing the literature on customer

solutions, we delineate four different sets of capabilities that

relate to customer solutions:
1 business consulting capabilities;
2 systems integration and project management capabilities;
3 operational service capabilities; and
4 value assessment capabilities.

Business-consulting capabilities, referring to the ability to

understand customers’ problems and being able to evaluate

alternative solutions are considered essential for firms

providing customer solutions (Brady et al., 2005; Davies

and Brady, 2000; Liu and Leach, 2001). Several studies

indicate that solution suppliers must develop a deep

understanding on their customers’ business processes and

provide information that aids customers to take intelligent

action (e.g. Helander and Möller, 2008; Liu and Leach, 2001;

Shepherd and Ahmed, 2000). These capabilities specifically

relate to the requirements definition phase of solution delivery

(Tuli et al., 2007).
Systems-integration capabilities and project management

capabilities are essential in the solution design and

implementation phases (Tuli et al., 2007; Brady et al., 2005;
Davies and Brady, 2000). The former refers to the supplier’s

ability to design and integrate systems composed of internally

and externally developed hardware, software, and services,

whereas the latter includes integrating organizational

functions, acquiring, managing and re-allocating resources

during the project life cycle, and using tools and techniques

that support its successful completion (Davies and Brady,

2000). In addition to strong technical systems-engineering

abilities, systems-integration capability also includes the

ability to mobilize network actors in order to exploit

technological capabilities possessed by other firms (Cova

and Salle, 2008; Davies et al., 2007).
Operational service capabilities in the post-project phase

refer to the ability to maintain, operate, upgrade, and renovate

a product through its operational life cycle (Brady et al., 2005;
Ceci and Prencipe, 2008; Davies and Brady, 2000). Complex

systems and solutions are typically complemented with

supportive services (Ceci and Prencipe, 2008), and buyers

are increasingly requesting offerings whereby the supplier

takes full responsibility for the product’s operation on the
buyer’s behalf (Stremersch et al., 2000; Windahl and

Lakemond, 2010). This requires profound partnering skills

from the supplier, as the value of service-based offerings is
often co-created with the buyer (Windahl and Lakemond,

2010).
Value assessment capabilities refer to the ability to estimate,

document, and demonstrate the monetary value and business

benefits of the solution to the customer (Payne and Holt,
2001; Sawhney, 2006; Töytäri et al., 2011). Such capabilities

are highly critical in creating credible value propositions for

customers and obtaining an equitable return on the delivered
customer value (Anderson et al., 2006; Sawhney, 2006). The

value proposition explains the relationship between the
performance of the solution, the fulfillment of the

customer’s need, and the total cost to the customer over the

relationship life-cycle (Knox et al., 2003). To determine
whether the value proposition is likely to result in superior

customer experience, the company should undertake a value

assessment that quantifies the relative importance placed by
customers on the various attributes of a solution (Payne and

Frow, 2005). In addition, the supplier needs to develop a

thorough understanding of the customers’ operations and
how their costs and returns are influenced by the supplier’s

solution and services.
In sum, to excel in providing customer solutions, industrial

suppliers must pay careful attention to the development and

acquisition of the aforementioned capabilities.

4. Methodology

To examine the brand positioning strategies of firms that
provide customer solutions, we employed a qualitative

research methodology. Given the explorative nature of our

study, we chose a multiple-case research approach
(e.g. Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2008) involving

four international case companies operating in solution-
oriented B2B markets. The multiple-case approach is

particularly suited to studying the complex nature of

branding in the B2B context (c.f. Beverland et al., 2007),
and as academic research on customer solutions is at a

relatively early stage, and the extant understanding of solution

branding is limited, a multiple case study will provide rich
data that will enable us to gain a holistic perspective on each

company’s brand positioning strategies.
Our research followed an abductive process (Dubois and

Gadde, 2002). In practice, we identified the branding of

customer solutions as an emergent research theme (Tuli et al.,
2007), and initially sought insights from the literature on

special characteristics of B2B branding that would be

particularly relevant in the context of customer solutions
(Cova and Salle, 2008; Davies et al., 2007; Tuli et al., 2007).
Thus the data collection and analysis were tentatively

structured on the basis of existing insights on key
capabilities in solution business and on branding practices

in B2B markets, specifically focusing on corporate and
product branding strategies, as suggested in the literature (c.f.

Tuli et al., 2007). However, as the research progressed, it

became evident from all the interviews conducted that, rather
than emphasizing either corporate or product brands, the

interviewed companies tended to adopt brand positioning
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strategies that reflected their capabilities. Due to the insights

gained from the interviews, we refined and adjusted our
theory in a parallel and iterative process with the field
observations to develop a deeper understanding on the
possible brand positioning strategies adopted by solution
suppliers in various industry settings. The interplay between
theory and data supports the development of new theories by

integrating and extending existing theories to provide a more
complete understanding on a complex real-life phenomenon
(Dubois and Gadde, 2002).

4.1 Case selection

Cases were selected according to principles of theoretical
sampling with the purpose of selecting companies from
different industry contexts that regard themselves as solution

providers. In particular, we selected cases that would be
illustrative of distinctive capabilities required in providing
customer solutions. Furthermore, in order to explore the
variation between required capabilities beyond the industry
context, we selected companies that are at different stages in
their transition towards solution business. To study intended

brand positioning strategies, we focused on those business
units with responsibility for the case companies’ solution
business. The selected four case companies (Table I) are
described briefly below.
Case company Alpha operates in the information

technology sector and delivers a wide array of information
technology solutions, including consulting and hosting
services, software, hardware, research, and financing to
corporations and governmental institutions. Over the last
two decades, Alpha has successfully undergone a radical

transformation, leaving its previous product-oriented
technology business behind and focusing intensely on
supplying a wide range of information technology-related
services and solutions on a global basis. This major change in
Alpha’s business model has been supported by more than 100
strategic acquisitions over the last decade. At present, the

company’s transition is highly advanced, and it is one of the
world’s leading solution brands.
Case company Beta operates in the communications

industry through three business units, and offers services

and solutions for the design, deployment, maintenance, and

management of telecommunication networks. In 2007, Beta

formed a joint venture with another major industry operator,
expanding its wide portfolio in response to growing customer
needs and commoditization in the converging
communications industry. In 2010, Beta reduced its
business units from five to three, and realigned them to
respond to customer needs by focusing on extended services

and customer solutions. However, Beta is still facing some
challenges in its transformation towards providing customer
solutions and, at present, could be described as being in the
middle of its transition.
Case company Gamma delivers energy-efficient power and

automation technologies and solutions to a wide range of
industries. In addition to technology, the company’s offering
comprises a full range of lifecycle services and remote control
options. Currently, Gamma operates through six divisions,
which are further subdivided into separate business units.

Over recent decades, Gamma has gradually increased its share
of service business, and currently can be described as being in
the middle of its transition.
Case company Delta delivers metal-based components and

solutions to the construction and engineering industries

worldwide. The company’s offering ranges from standard
steels to integrated systems, including services such as
technical support, research and development. Delta began a
structural transformation in 2004 by consolidating its wide
product portfolio under one corporate brand, aiming to
increase its share of solution business. Currently, Delta

operates through three business units; however, unlike the
other case companies, Delta does not have a separate business
unit for its service business. Each of Delta’s business units is
at a different stage in their transition and, overall, the
company is at a relatively early stage in its transition towards
solution business.

4.2 Data collection

The primary data includes 20 personal interviews conducted
with 22 managers involved in solution business and brand
management in the four case companies. This is consistent
with sample sizes recommended for exploratory research
(McCracken, 1988, p. 17). The informants for the interviews

were selected by internal experts within the case companies,

Table I Overview of the cases

Case details Company Alpha Company Beta Company Gamma Company Delta

Industry IT solutions Network solutions Power and automation Metals and engineering

Business units Global technology services,

global business services,

software, systems and

technology and global

financing

Business solutions, network

systems, global services

Power products, power

systems, discrete automation

and motion, low voltage

products, process automation,

corporate

Metals, construction and

engineering

Sales (1000 EUR) .95,000,000 .40,000,000 .31,000,000 .1,900,000

Employees .200,000 .60,000 .116,000 .12,000

Primary customers e.g. Aerospace and defense,

banking, construction, forest

and paper, government,

healthcare, insurance, retail

Telecommunication operators Process industries Construction and engineering

industry

Main branding strategy Corporate brand Corporate brand Corporate brand Corporate brand

Phase in the transition to

solution business

Advanced Middle Middle Beginning
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with the aim of choosing experienced senior managers

involved with the units responsible for the case companies’

solution business. The majority of informants occupied
positions such as vice president, business executive, or head

of department, and an overview of the sample characteristics

is shown in Appendix. In addition, internal documents,
annual reports and company websites were used as a

secondary data source. The interviews were semi-structured,

including open-ended questions that followed a thematic
framework. In particular, this approach enabled profound

focus on the issues which emerged during the interviews. The
interview themes covered the key capabilities of a solution

provider and various aspects of solution branding, including

brand building and positioning, brand values, and the benefits
of a strong solution brand.

4.3 Data analysis and interpretation

The interviews lasted between 47 and 88 minutes, and were

conducted face-to-face, except for three interviews with
respondents from Beta, and two interviews with respondents

from Gamma, which were conducted by telephone due to

geographic distance. All interviews were recorded and
subsequently transcribed, which provided 210 pages of

transcribed material in total. Nvivo software was employed
to code the interview data and aid in the analysis process.

First, open coding was used to categorize the data according

to the interview themes, identifying preliminary key
capabilities and related branding practices. This was

followed by an axial coding to identify relevant

subcategories and their properties, dimensions, and relative
relationships. Iterating back and forth between the data,

literature, and preliminary findings, the categorization was

further developed, which led to the emergence of the potential
brand positioning strategies.
To confirm the relevancy of the identified strategies, we

accessed each of the case companies’ websites to examine how

the companies actually position themselves through online

marketing communication. Company websites can be
regarded as repositories of brand knowledge and public

expressions of what a company and its brand represents
(Campbell et al., 2010). According to a recent study of online

B2B brand positioning (Virtsonis and Harridge-March,

2009), online positioning impacts through taglines,
company profiles, case studies, product and service

information, and corporate information. Accordingly,

choosing the US versions of all the websites, we examined
the content from the main page, sections comprising the

company’s offering (e.g. portfolio, products, services, and

solutions) and the “about us” section. The website
examination was conducted manually; we searched for

themes and latent meanings that illustrate the brand
position strategies identified in the interviews. The website

analysis largely confirmed the relevance of the identified

brand positioning strategies, thus complementing and
validating the findings from the field interviews.

5. Findings

The studied firms were in the process of building a solution

brand around their existing company or product brand. As a

result, the firms were able to utilize the positive halo effect
associated with a trusted company and product brand,

although they faced challenges in shaping customers’ brand

perceptions from product- to solution-orientation. The

informants emphasized that the transformation takes a long

time and that customers’ brand perceptions are extremely

slow to change. For example, Alpha, which is a globally

acknowledged solution brand and the most advanced in its

transition of the studied firms, is still perceived as a

technology brand by some customers. The business

development executive at Alpha described the

transformation process:

It was a lengthy and demanding process. Today we are a full-blooded
solution and service provider. It was an enormous change in our culture, and
we have not fully succeeded as a brand to tell this story to our customers.
There are still many people and customers to whom our brand equals a
workstation. That tells something about how big the change actually is,
because you cannot even communicate it. The brand may actually block the
message.

The above quotation highlights the arduous process of

building a solution brand. The informants emphasized that

the solution brand is manifested in day-to-day interactions

with customers and in the nature of the delivered customer

solutions. The importance of authenticity and capabilities is

reflected in the following statements from the Head of

Customer Solutions at Beta and the Vice President of

Business Development at Delta:

Brand is based on everyday actions, it is not a facade about what we would
like people to know and tell about us. It is based on what we can actually do
[. . .] It develops through delivery projects and relationships.

Perhaps the brand of a product firm is centered on the product that the firm
sells, whereas in solution business it’s more about the reliability and ability to
do something for the customer.

Individual customer projects played a major role in the

strategic reorientation and brand building process of the

studied firms. For example, the firms developed pilot

solutions specifically to experiment with and learn from a

new technology, and to explore new service business

opportunities. The firms employed these customer projects

in the brand positioning process by communicating them to

change stakeholders’ perceptions of their capabilities. The

interviewed managers considered these “real-life customer

cases” instrumental in changing the brand image from a

product-oriented firm to one that is solution-oriented. This

finding is in line with the notion of Frederiksen and Davies

(2008), who suggest that apart from developing new

capabilities, “vanguard projects” have the potential to create

a new brand image. In addition, the informants pointed out

that examples of delivered customer solutions concretize the

value proposition and reduce the ambiguity of the solution

offerings. As a Large Account Manager of Alpha and Vice

President of Gamma asserted:

When you sell products you can demonstrate them, but when you sell a
solution that involves immaterial and service-based elements, it can be
something that you are unable to visualize. If you have customer references,
it supports sales work, from the sales perspective and also from the
customer’s point of view.

Among small customers we are known more as an equipment provider [. . .]
They understand that from us they can get motors and transformers, but in
terms of actually understanding our solution offering, references are
essential.

As the quotation above from the Vice President of Gamma

illustrates, the studied companies tended to face a discrepancy

between the intended positioning and the actual realized

positioning. The interviewees stressed the importance of

communicating individual customer cases that reflect the new
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solution brand. Descriptions of individual customer projects
seem to play an important role in building a solution brand, as

they are needed to concretize the often complex and
intangible solution offerings and to provide indirect
evidence of the relevant capabilities.

5.1 Proposed brand positioning strategies for customer

solutions

Based on an analysis of the data, we identified four brand
positioning strategies that emphasize different types of
capabilities that are needed to provide customer solutions.
According to Keller (2003), corporate brands can have several
related but distinct positions. This is also the case here. None
of the case companies fall into a single brand positioning
category. Instead, several features of each positioning strategy
can be identified in all case companies (see Table II). For
example, the corporate brand of Alpha embodies features of
all four positioning strategies. In the following, we describe
the identified brand positioning strategies together with

illustrative quotations from the interview data.

5.1.1 Customer value diagnostic
The customer value diagnostic brand positioning strategy
emphasizes the supplier’s capability to identify customers’

latent needs, understand industry development trends, and
deliver demonstrable value. Deep understanding on
customers’ operations, strong industry expertise, and
consultative capabilities in developing customers’ business
processes are the key points of difference. For example, Alpha
has acquired a large consulting firm, and it signals its industry
expertise by communicating the results of its large-scale
industry studies. The following quotation from the head of
customer solutions at Beta illustrates the value diagnostic
positioning strategy:

We are transforming into a mountain hospital, which has two clinics. A
customer comes in and says that he suffers from efficiency problems or
experience problems. We conduct extensive diagnosis and examinations. We
become doctors [. . .] We do examinations, find symptoms, form a general
picture and find a cure.

The value diagnostic brand positioning strategy emphasizes

the “demonstrable value” of the suppliers’ offerings. As a

consequence, the supplier’s ability to assess and measure the

delivered customer value becomes important:

You need to have a very clear understanding of the value we deliver with

every single solution and this should be very well articulated, it should be

carefully evaluated by the customer and recognized by the customer that

value is delivered and only this proof of continuous value delivery is the best

influence on the brand. So we should not only be able to deliver what the

customer wants but also be able to demonstrate the value (Principal of

Technology Strategy, Beta).

The informants stressed that value assessment described

above requires systematic practices and joint efforts with

customers to evaluate the effects that the delivered solutions

have on customers’ business processes. For example, Alpha

has a globally implemented client value method for identifying

customer needs and documenting the delivered value, and

Beta has established dedicated teams to conduct customer

value assessment.

5.1.2 Global solution integrator
The global solution integrator brand positioning strategy

focuses on the capability to design and integrate systems on a

global scale and to mobilize external network actors in order

to exploit the technological capabilities that reside in other

firms. In this strategy, the supplier does not highlight its own

product brands, but rather positions itself as a global

integrator of multiple technologies and services. The

following statement from a manager at Beta illustrates the

global solution integrator positioning strategy:

The biggest actual value of the system vendor today is the vendor as an

integrator, not as an equipment provider, not as an asset provider and not

even as a service provider only but as an integrator [. . .]. The integrator

vendor will always make a decision in favor of the customer even if the

delivery of its own products is not the best value for the customer this time in

this specific solution. I think that it is very important for us to maintain our

brand as an end-to-end integrator which means that we are always ready to

bring our partners with us and we also value their brands as well (Principal of

Technology Strategy, Beta).

Table II Proposed brand positioning strategies for firms providing customer solutions

Brand positioning strategies for customer solutions

Brand

positioning Value diagnostic Global solution integrator

High quality sub-systems

provider Long-term service partner

Defining

characteristics

Identifying customer’s latent needs,

understanding industry development

trends and customers’ business

processes, delivering demonstrable

value

Operating as a global integrator of

complex technologies and services

for the customer’s best interest

Providing high-quality sub-

systems and innovative

technologies

Committing to long-term

customer relationships and

delivering superior service

Key

capabilities

Consultative capability, value

assessment capability

Capability to design and integrate

systems, network and partner

management capability

Capability to innovate and

integrate different technologies

into functional sub-systems

Operative service capability

Brand

position

statements

“Delivering demonstrable value for

customers” (Case Company Alpha)

“We help our customers to build more

valuable customer relationships” (Case

Company Beta)

“Power and productivity for better

world” (Case Company Gamma)

“More with Metals” (Case Company

Delta)

“End-to-end solutions” (Case

Company Beta)

“Globally integrated delivery” (Case

Company Alpha)

”Globally Integrated Enterprise”

(Case company Alpha)

“Total deliveries: fully-

assembled systems and

components” (Case Company

Delta)

“State-of-the-art components

and fully assembled systems”

(Case Company Delta)

“Delivering service

excellence” (Case Company

Alpha)

“Supporting customers with

robust customer care

offerings” (Case Company

Beta)
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This positioning strategy emphasizes the supplier’s capability

to design and integrate systems composed of both internally

and externally developed products and services. Technical
systems-engineering abilities play a key role in this strategy.

For example, the case company Beta emphasized the role of
highly experienced principal architects and system engineers.

In addition, the ability to deliver solutions on a global scale
was considered essential:

We have the capability to provide, deliver and maintain the system on a
global basis [. . .] Here our globally integrated organizational structure comes
into the picture, showing that we have the ability to do this. And this is
perhaps the thing that differentiates us (Large Account Manager, Alpha).

5.1.3 Quality sub-systems provider
The quality sub-systems provider positioning strategy
emphasizes the supplier’s ability to build and deliver high-

quality sub-systems and components that help to increase
customer’s operational performance. The positioning focuses

on the supplier’s own product elements and on the provision

of distinct sub-systems. This strategy was most evident in
Delta, which is the early phase of transformation from a

material supplier to becoming an expert in steel construction
and manufacturing. The company communicates the

transformation by highlighting large-scale construction and

engineering projects in which it has been involved in the
delivery of customized components and sub-systems. The

chief technology officer at Delta explained the following:

When we started the transformation we wanted to give a clear message to
our organization and also externally about what we were going to do, so we
talked about solutions, we talked about the next phases in the value chain.
We talked about making components, sub-systems and even complete
systems.

This brand positioning strategy seems to be a viable option

particularly for firms in the early stages of the solution
transformation process as it focuses on technological

capabilities and product features, instead of service or

integration capabilities.

5.1.4 Long-term service partner
The long-term service partner brand positioning strategy
emphasizes the supplier’s service excellence, partnership

orientation, and commitment to its customers. This strategy
highlights the supplier’s capability to take responsibility for a

part of its customer’s operations and maintain, operate, and

upgrade a solution through its life cycle. Consider the
following statements from managers at Beta and Gamma:

Our interest is to build long-term customer relationships [. . .] Actually, a
project never ends, but instead it naturally shifts to maintenance and to
subsequent modifications and lease. At its best, solution business provides an
access to the customer through a project, which then turns into a continuum
for various additional services, which again leads to new projects. It is an
evolution of constant services and project-services which we combine
(Business Development Executive, Beta).

Co-operating is the most important principle. An essential part of this
service business is the old phrase called “partnership”. This is precisely
partnership business (Vice President, Sales, Gamma).

Customers’ tendencies to outsource operations naturally
relates to the long-term service partner positioning strategy.

Co-operation, partnership orientation, and a strong focus on

building long-lasting customer relationships are central to this
positioning.
To confirm and complement the findings from the

interviews, we accessed each of the case companies’

websites to examine how the companies actually position

themselves through online marketing communication. The

proposed intended brand positioning strategies were also

largely evident in the companies’ website material (see Table
III). However, for example, the long-term service partner

strategy appeared to be more evident in the case companies’

intended than actual brand positioning strategy, as there were
not many statements found in the case companies’ website

material that reflected this positioning.

6. Conclusions

Branding of solutions is becoming increasingly pertinent as

firms are developing customized offerings that integrate goods
and services to provide customized outcomes for specific

customers (Sawhney, 2006; Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011; Epp
and Price, 2011). The purpose of the present study was to

explore potential brand positioning strategies of firms that

provide customer solutions. Based on a multiple case study of
four industrial firms, we have identified four potential brand

position strategies, which are built around the capabilities that

are needed at different phases of the solution delivery process.
The present study provides two main contributions, which are

discussed in the following.
First, in contrast to existing typologies on brand positioning

strategies in business markets that are predominantly built

around features (e.g. product performance and pricing; see
Kalafatis et al., 2000), our findings suggest that industrial

firms which operate in solution-oriented business markets

tend to adopt brand positioning strategies that are built
around their key capabilities.
Second, our findings suggest that particular “customer

cases” that reflect the desired brand positioning play a key role

in the process of building a solution brand. It appears that

compatibility between the intended brand positioning and
selected individual customer projects is critical. The growing

literature on customer solutions suggests that the product

usage and customer process data embedded in the installed
base represents a unique asset, which can be used to develop

competitive offerings that enable customers to achieve
productivity gains and/or cost reductions (Ulaga and

Reinartz, 2011). Our findings add to this by indicating that

the installed base of solution deliveries represents also a
strategic marketing asset that can be leveraged in building a

solution brand. The studied companies used selected

customer cases that reflect their brand positioning strategy
and related capabilities. Thus, in the realization of the brand

positioning strategy, individual solution deliveries that reflect

the new brand positioning appear to play a key role. We
propose that the solution brand develops through an

interactive process in which capability development and
deployment in individual customer deliveries together

cumulatively construct the solution brand.
Third, by identifying four different brand positioning

strategies employed by firms that provide customer

solutions, this study contributes to the literature on

customer solutions (e.g. Ceci and Prencipe, 2008;
Matthyssens and Vandembempt, 2008; Tuli et al., 2007;

Storbacka, 2011; Ulaga and Reinartz, 2011) and B2B
branding research (Aspara and Tikkanen, 2008; Ballantyne

and Aitken, 2007; Beverland et al., 2007; Glynn, 2011).

Specifically, we found that the studied firms tend to position
their brands around different capabilities that can be

summarized through the brand positions of customer value
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diagnostic, global solution integrator, quality sub-systems

provider, and long-term service partner. Our findings are in

line with Beverland et al. (2007) who found that value

delivery, relational support, and coordination of network

players were among the key brand positioning attributes for

solution providers.
Each of the proposed brand positioning strategies

emphasizes different ways of delivering value to customers

(c.f. Keller, 2003; Beverland et al., 2007). For example, the

customer value diagnostic is focused on assessing a customer’s

current performance, identifying opportunities to add value to

the customer’s business, and estimating the potential

monetary impact on the customer’s profitability. The

dominance of the customer value diagnostic brand

positioning strategy supports the notion that customer value

assessment and analysis is of increasing importance in

industrial marketing (e.g. Anderson et al., 2006; Kothari

and Lackner, 2006; Töytäri et al., 2011). A global solution

integrator uses its networks to design and integrate systems on

a global scale that provide the greatest value to its customer,

even if this means not using the supplier’s own products. This

is consistent with Möller and Törrönen (2003; see also Walter

et al., 2001) who propose that system suppliers can deliver

value to their customers indirectly by providing access to

actors with the relevant resources to enhance the customer’s

business processes. A quality sub-systems provider is focused

on technological excellence with minimal service elements

and delivering value through customized sub-systems that

increase the performance of the primary solution.
On the other hand, a long-term service partner utilizes a

wide range of services to manage its customer’s long-term

support, maintenance, and system optimization activities.

Table III Examples of brand positioning statements gathered from the case companies’ websites

Alpha Beta Gamma Delta

Customer

value

diagnostic

We combine deep industry

expertise, practical tools, powerful

research capabilities and

innovative thinking to ignite

growth in your business

Deep industry expertise provides

the foundation for solving the

most complex business problems

Alpha services can help assess

your plans and recommended

improvements for greater business

value

We fully understand your business

situation, opportunities and

challenges

Multiple projects worldwide have

given us the knowledge, skills and

tools to deliver customer benefits

Delivering you significant benefits

during integration and reducing

your R&D operational expenditure

Gamma offers consulting services

to identify key potential for

improvement in the areas of

industrial asset management,

production processes and

operations’ infrastructure

Gamma helps process industry

companies improve the

effectiveness of their

manufacturing operations.

Working with manufacturing

teams we focus on enhancing

competencies, behaviors and

working practices to deliver

significant financial benefits

Delta’s support services help you

complete your construction

projects faster, safer and more

efficiently

Global solution

integrator

Alpha integrates hardware,

software, business consulting and

IT services into business solutions

to meet your goals

Developing products and systems

by combining mechanical,

electrical, and software

technologies

Unparalleled global delivery

An all-in-one solution that

addresses all activities in device

management lifecycle

Reliable, professional integration

and care services (over 500 system

integration projects accomplished

so far)

Gamma supplies industrial IT

products and services on a turnkey

basis. Large projects require

supply coordination and total

integration of products and

services. Our equipment and

electrification solutions have

proven very successful in new

plant projects worldwide

We offer you total delivery from a

single and competent source

High quality

sub-systems

provider

Alpha offers systems optimized for

your workloads – fully-integrated,

scalable and secure – by design

– Gamma is the world’s leading

supplier of just about every

product in the power and

automation scope of supply for

hydropower plants – from

generator circuit breakers and

power transformers to switchgear,

motors, drives and plant

automation systems

Our manufacturing network has

expertise in all areas of efficient,

high-quality manufacturing

services and assembly

Get the full benefit of our solution,

including both high-performance

components and full service

package

Long-term

service partner

Business continuity and resiliency

services: maintain business

operations under virtually any

condition

We can take responsibility for the

quality and efficiency of your

networks and processes so that

you can better concentrate on your

customers

With a full service agreement,

Gamma takes over responsibility

for the engineering, planning,

execution and management of an

entire plant’s maintenance

activities

–
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This enables the customer to focus on core business

processes, and delivers value through cost savings and/or

increased process performance (Windahl and Lakemond,
2010).

7. Managerial implications

Our findings provide insights on the question of how firms

build a brand positioning strategy for an offering that

integrates goods and services. First, our findings highlight
the importance of building a solution brand around key

capabilities instead of product or service attributes. Managers

need to identify which capabilities have the most potential in
delivering customer value, and match these capabilities with

their customers’ goals. While competitor and customer
analysis are an integral part of every brand positioning

process (Keller, 2003) they are not sufficient for solution

brand positioning. Instead, solution providers need to engage
in more in-depth analysis of their customers’ goals and

develop a brand positioning strategy that highlights how the

solution contributes to meeting these goals. Careful
exploration and analysis of insightful customer cases can be

helpful in this process. Recently, Epp and Price (2011)

emphasized the need to design solution around customer
network goals by taking into account the collective and

relational goals of customers. This might be especially
relevant to B2B solution providers who need to consider the

organizational goals of their customers, the individual-level

goals within customer organizations, as well as the wider goals
within their customers’ networks. By exploring the processes

through which customers buy, use, and evaluate the offerings,

solution providers can gain important insights on developing
their brand positioning strategies.
Second, besides competitor- and customer-specific factors

that are central in brand positioning, firms that develop

solution branding strategies need to take into account the

distinctive characteristics of solution offerings. We were rather
surprised to find that the studied firms did not emphasize the

complementarity of the service and product elements in their

brand positioning strategies. From the customer’s perspective,
the degree to which the perceived value increases when a

product and service are used together is an important factor
when considering whether to purchase an integrated solution

or to source the product and service components from

multiple suppliers. Thus, firms that aim to build a strong
solution brand need to point out the benefits that result from

product and service integration.
Third, managers need to harness the leverage potential of

individual “iconic” customer deliveries that reflect the

selected brand positioning strategy. Managers should
carefully select customer cases that demonstrate the

capabilities around which the selected brand positioning

strategy is built, and communicate the selected cases both
internally for creating a shared understanding of the new

brand identity and externally to shape the stakeholders’ brand

perceptions.
Finally, managers need to be aware of the potential solution

brand positioning strategies, and consider different
positioning strategies for different customer segments. For

example, the customer value diagnostic might be targeted at

customers that place special emphasis on realizing the highest
potential value from a supplier’s offering. Alternatively, the

long-term service partner positioning might be targeted at

customers that emphasize service support and personal

interaction as core differentiators.

8. Limitations and suggestions for further
research

Considering that the findings were generated from an

exploratory and qualitative study that included only four

firms, the extent which they can be generalized is limited.

However, given that our aim was to develop theory and

examine the potential brand positioning strategies for firms

that provide customer solutions, future research could expand

our findings by uncovering alternative strategies and
generalizing the findings.
This study was conducted from the industrial supplier’s

perspective and is context-bound to companies that operate in

solution-oriented process and information technology
industries. However, as brand positioning takes place in the

minds of customers and is usually relative to the competition,

it would be interesting to contrast suppliers’ perspectives on

intended brand positioning strategies with customers’

perceptions of the actual brand message, and examine

whether customers experience the brand in the manner
intended by the supplier. Collecting dyadic data from

multiple actors within both customer and supplier

organizations could potentially deepen our insights on brand

positioning strategies and complement our study design.
Future studies could investigate the effectiveness of

different positioning strategies for solution suppliers, and

explore the factors that influence the choice of a brand

positioning strategy. For example, not all positioning

strategies are likely to fit all customer types. The long-term

service partner and customer value diagnostic might resonate

better with customers which are characterized by a long-term
purchasing orientation and a focus on optimizing the value

realized from the offering, while the high quality sub-systems

provider might fit particularly well with customers which

emphasize short-term focus with standard offerings and lower

prices.
In addition, it would be interesting to further explore the

role of customer references as “re-branding tools”. This

would require exploration of the interrelationship between

changes in the firm’s customer reference portfolio and

stakeholder perceptions of its capabilities over time. For

example, the following question could be addressed: how do
changes in the customer reference portfolio influence

perceptions of the solution provider’s capabilities and

change brand perceptions over time? This type of research

could further explain the role of customer references as a tool

for shaping brand image and stakeholders’ perceptions of a

firm’s capabilities, and enhance understanding on the
dynamics of brand perceptions in industrial markets.
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Table AI Gathered interview data

Nr. Company Informant Date Duration

1 Alpha Senior managing consultant 7.4.2010 51 min

2 Alpha Business development executive 7.4.2010 78 min

3 Alpha Large account manager 7.4.2010 80 min

3 Alpha Country executive, global technology services 6.5.2010 83 min

5 Alpha Industry executive, communications and distribution 6.5.2010 60 min

6 Beta Head of technology and architecture OBS 88 min

7 Beta Head of customer solutions 8.4.2010 58 min

8 Beta Senior consultant, strategic partnering 8.4.2010 52 min

9 Beta Head of solution development, online charging (telephone interview) 10.5.2010 47 min

10 Beta Principal of technology strategy (telephone interview) 11.5.2010 47 min

11 Beta Customer solutions architect (telephone interview) 13.5.2010 84 min

12 Gamma VP, electric utilities (telephone interview) 19.5.2010 53 min

13 Gamma VP, sales/service and senior consultant (two persons) 7.6.2010 57 min

14 Gamma VP, process industry (telephone interview) 5.7.2010 57 min

15 Delta Senior vice president, human resources 28.4.2010 55 min

16 Delta Chief strategy officer 28.4.2010 64 min

17 Delta Brand director, corporate marketing 28.4.2010 56 min

18 Delta Chief technology officer 24.5.2010 74 min

19 Delta VP, business development 24.5.2010 47 min

20 Delta VP business segments and technology and product group manager (two persons) 24.5.2010 51 min
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